
CREATIVITY
 IN THE DIGITAL DARKROOM

CHRISTOPHER O'DONNELL

How to Find and Express your Vision for Processing

       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".
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processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

3

7

15

25

29

38

42

48

57

65

68

73



CREATIVITY IN THE DARKROOM:

HOW TO FIND AND EXPRESS

YOUR VISION FOR PROCESSING

       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 
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Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

Your mindset: how to tap into your creative vision and trust your 
instincts, manage your expectations, and lessen your dependency 
on outside in�uence and automation (such as actions and presets). 

Your work�ow: how to restructure your “order of operations” so that 
you spend less time fumbling around and begin to process with 
clear intent and forward momentum. 

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 
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Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.
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It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...
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And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.
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       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...
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And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

STEP 1: Make initial raw edits in ACR and open up the image in 
Photoshop, and add a bit of saturation and contrast. However, 
shadows are now crushed…so you need to bring back some of 
that detail.

STEP 2: Jump back to ACR and recover more tones in the 
shadows, then bring the image back into Photoshop and 
continue your work.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.
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And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

STEP 3: Further evaluation tells you that the yellow hues in your 
sky could use a shift towards red….which is when you see how 
noisy the sky actually is. Also, this color shift now makes your 
dust spots very prominent….which you really didn’t notice at 
�rst.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.
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These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.
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These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.
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These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...
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Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.
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For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.
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By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 
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will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 
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to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 
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photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.
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For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

“You become things, you become an atmosphere, and if you 
become it, which means you incorporate it within you, you can 
also give it back. You can put this feeling into a picture. A painter 
can do it. And a musician can do it and I think a photographer can 
do that too and that I would call the dreaming with open eyes.” 

1 I absorb what I see...

2 I interpret what I feel...

3 And then I start to make decisions with my camera based solely on 
my experience there.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.
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However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 
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necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 
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reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

I subscribed to magazines and read through countless books...
Paid for tutorials that showed me how to create extraordinary 
images "in 30 minutes"...
Tried presets and actions that promised one-click processing 
magic (that was a big mistake)...
Attended workshops that claimed to “unveil” the secret 
work�ows and unlock the path to artistry...



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 
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felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".
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And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 
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thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?
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How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 
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FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

Removing dust spots and other impurities...
Enhancing the color vibrance with saturation…
Strengthening the light with some thoughtful dodging and 
burning…
Sharpening up detail to counteract any softening to the 
contrast. 



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 
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Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

COPYRIGHT Christopher O’Donnell | chris@creativeraw.com

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.
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       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

Should I use luminosity masks to increase the contrast?

What about color harmony: should I add saturation, or 
reduce it? 

Will dodging and burning bring out those hidden details, 
or create a chaotic image? 



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 
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because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

COPYRIGHT Christopher O’Donnell | chris@creativeraw.com

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 
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entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 
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every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.
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This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

Explore compositions while walking through your 
neighborhood. 
Consider how the shadow shapes and supports the light 
when in your backyard.
Pay attention to color harmony: how they relate to one 
another, and what emotions they evoke. 



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 
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so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...
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If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

COPYRIGHT Christopher O’Donnell | chris@creativeraw.comCOPYRIGHT Christopher O’Donnell | chris@creativeraw.com

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.
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    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

COPYRIGHT Christopher O’Donnell | chris@creativeraw.com

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 
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So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.
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This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 
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More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

COPYRIGHT Christopher O’Donnell | chris@creativeraw.com

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.
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Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.
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Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

NOTE: This is why I created a FREE video course on the 
“foundations” of Lightroom and Photoshop...to bring clarity to 
the most important and widely used tools and techniques. 

Click here to sign up: https://creativeraw.com/course/https://creativeraw.com/course/



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 
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worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.
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Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.
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And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

https://creativeraw.com/course/



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 
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Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 
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and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.
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The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

COPYRIGHT Christopher O’Donnell | chris@creativeraw.com

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 
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to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

"My biggest challenge is letting the idea of a photograph come to 
me rather than chasing it.  It is about the process, but also about 
making the photographs that mean something to me rather than 
the photographs I "should " be making." - Nigel



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...
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And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 
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the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 
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important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

"The Nature Lover is not looking for mere facts but for meanings, 
for something he can translate into terms of his own life." 

https://creativeraw.com/course/



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/
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By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.
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The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 
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is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.
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So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.
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Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.
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When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”
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And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

https://creativeraw.com/membership/



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 
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can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-
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scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

1 First, you’ll  learn the tools.

https://creativeraw.com/membership/



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 
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importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

2 Then, you'll craft your workflow.

3 The last (and most powerful) step is the one-on-one support.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 
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important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

"Chris: You are a champion and must have infinite patience. I 
must also tell you that I could not get to sleep last night because 
I was buzzing with the realisation of how important your tutorials 
and your individual help were in improving my workflow. WOW. 
Major thanks to you!" - Reg G.

https://creativeraw.com/membership/



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-
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ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.
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       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.
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Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.
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       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.
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Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.
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       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 
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The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.
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       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 
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that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.



       INTRODUCTION

In this guide,  we’re going to unpack the real reasons why 
photographers feel stuck, overwhelmed, or otherwise unsatis�ed once 
they bring their photographs into Lightroom or Photoshop for 
processing.

This lack of direction is often paralyzing, but can be solved by making 
two simple changes: 

Let’s dive into the biggest struggle that I see photographers having in 
the darkroom: doubting their own creative abilities. 

I often receive emails asking what steps one should take to get a certain 
result.

"Should I crop first or later?"

"How do I know which colors to enhance?"

"Did I oversharpen?”

Everyone has their own tactical questions about the darkroom...and I'm 
always happy to answer them. But these questions often mask a bigger 
problem.

It seems like no matter how many tutorials they watch or new "trick" 
they try to implement...they still feel that their images are un�nished, or 
otherwise subpar.

Now, there are several ways to move past this plateau. However, the 
absolute biggest roadblock standing in your way right now is doubting 
your own creative abilities.

Every photographer gets this feeling at some point, and it's a challenge 
we all have to overcome...because when your work�ow doesn't click in 
the darkroom, it's easy to default to the standard excuses:

"Lightroom and Photoshop are too hard to understand. I'm not 
a computer whiz".

"I shouldn't be 'fixing' things in post anyways - I need to be more 
creative with my camera, not in the darkroom".

And my favorite myth to dispel...

"I'm just not artistic or imaginative. Some photographers just 
have this natural gift where they can create masterpieces 
easily".

Thankfully, all these beliefs are 100% false...and are easily dismissed with 
a simple shift in perspective.

Being able to create expressive photographs that you can be proud of 
comes down to three very basic concepts...

And these will remain true no matter where you are in your journey:

 Identify your creative vision...or "thesis" for an image. I call this   
 �nding your "creative compass", or vision.

 Minimize any distractions that are NOT aligned with your    
 compass.

 Amplify the atmosphere and enhance the qualities of your image  
 that ARE aligned with your compass.

I call this the "IMA method" for short...and is something we will talk 
more about later. 

The concept is quite simple, but massively powerful.

Because when it comes down to expressing your creativity through 
photography...the e�cacy is in the simplicity. 

Unfortunately, there are several stumbling blocks that can derail your 
work�ow and sidetrack you from producing images you can be proud 
of.

Some are technical, which is an easy �x...but most are mental barriers 
that clutter the path to your creative vision.

To start, let's discuss the di�erence between "editing" and "processing".

This is a topic I've talked about before, but worth mentioning again 
since it's a concept that can immediately bring you much clarity in the 
darkroom.

And I love answering them since I know a VERY simple shift in 
perspective that will greatly speed up your work�ow and make 
Lightroom and Photoshop much less frustrating.

The best part: this is a method you can implement right now!

I soon realized that my processing techniques could be segmented into 
two distinct categories: corrective and creative. 

This separation became increasingly important as my processing skills 
evolved and my work�ow became more advanced.

Techniques that purify or otherwise “�x” your images are corrective in 
nature (editing). This includes noise removal, sharpening, recovering 
detail (clipped shadows or highlights), correcting exposure, etc.

Techniques that correct your image have a structured “left-brain” 
approach, tend to be methodical in their execution. They are used to 
improve and re�ne your raw �le before you get into the “creative” stage.

In contrast, techniques that strengthen the vision you have for an image 
are creative in nature (the processing stage). These skills take a 
“right-brain” approach and are free-�owing and easily amenable…such 
as color grading, dodging and burning, or atmospheric enhancements 
(light painting, the Orton e�ect, or adding sun glows).

When I divided my digital darkroom techniques into these two distinct 
categories (editing vs. processing), I made a mental shift that completely 
transformed my work�ow in Photoshop. It gave me the direction and 
structure I needed, and virtually eliminated all feelings of overwhelm 
and frustration that was constricting my creative vision.

These are changes you should make right now before you learn any new 
tool or tactic.

Because once you change your perspective a bit and reorganize HOW 
you approach the darkroom...Lightroom and Photoshop become very 
simple to use!

These terms may seem similar, but are actually quite di�erent...

And once you start to compartmentalize your own work�ow into these 
"editing" and "processing" buckets, your time in Lightroom and 
Photoshop will be faster, easier, and much more fun.

       EDITING VS. PROCESSING

When I �rst began exploring the wondrous world of Photoshop, my 
“work�ow” was a convoluted mess. 

Although I was learning di�erent tools and techniques, steadily 
expanding my creative processing tool belt through my own trial and 
errors…

Each processing session became longer and more frustrating.

Here’s a typical scenario during my early days in Photoshop that you 
may �nd familiar:

At this point, it feels like you are taking two steps back for every one 
step forward…and each editing session seems longer and more 
overwhelming.

Before I established a structure for my work�ow, I was feeling 
overwhelmed. The amount of processing does not bother me; I actually 
love spending time in Photoshop and look forward to the challenge of 
enhancing my images and expressing the creative vision I have for 
them.

This was the frustrating part: it always seemed like I was taking an 
unnecessarily long and convoluted route to the results I wanted. I would 
make an adjustment, but that would introduce two new “problems” that 
needed to be �xed.

This constant ping-pong back and forth became exhausting….and 
randomly jumping around with no real direction or structure was not 
making Photoshop a fun place to be.

If this sounds familiar, you are definitely not alone here…

I’ve received countless emails over the years from landscape 
photographers who had the exact same problem...

Most importantly, this new mindset made my time in Photoshop much 
more enjoyable…and I found myself actually looking forward to 
enhancing my image because I was now having a lot  of fun doing so!

Let’s dive a bit further into how this works…

The Editing Stage

I perform the majority of my edits 
as soon as I import my image, and 
always before any creative 
processing. My focus for the 
editing stage is to create the best 
possible canvas for my 
photograph….to clean any 
impurities so that I can apply my 
creative processing with greater 
ease and without distractions.

Methods such as white balance adjustments, exposure correcting, 
panoramic stitching, clone stamping, and dust/spot removal would fall 
under the editing category.

To �rst clean, then create….allows me to concentrate more intently on 
one goal as opposed to switching back and forth from corrective mode 
(left-brain) to creative mode (right-brain).

At the end of the editing phase, I have created a solid base to build my 
image upon…much like how a carpenter will lay a sturdy foundation 
before building a house. Much work goes into making this foundation 

solid because it supports everything else you do later on...although it 
may not look much to the average folk.

This makes it much easier to apply my color and tonal shifts later 
without being distracted by blown highlights, excess noise, dust spots 
and other impurities.

In other words, the photo is primed and ready…making it easier for me 
to materialize my creative vision and express the experience I had in the 
�eld.

The Processing Stage

The processing of a photo always 
comes after the editing and is 
where I can create freely without 
interruptions.

At this point, my photo is much 
like an un�nished painting – the 
canvas has been primed and the 
underpainting has been applied, 
but it’s rather boring and unful�lling. My creativity hasn’t been infused 
yet….and there’s still a story for me to tell through my processing.

Color shifts, dodging & burning, and tonal adjustments are examples of 
the processing phase. This categorization allows me to focus more 
intently on creative techniques and loosen up my work�ow….as I’ve 
already been through the methodical, rigid editing phase.

Why This Method Works So Well...

Whether you use Lightroom or Photoshop (or hopefully, you use both 
like me), this mental shift to compartmentalize your work�ow will make 
your processing clearer, simpler, and a lot more fun.

Without this structure, you’ll be performing your edits as they come 
up….and this interruption can distract you from your creative vision and 
cause unnecessary detours. Ultimately, this can change the outcome of 
your �nal image.

For example, trying to correct for lens distortion or cloning out 
distracting eyesores AFTER you have already applied your dodging and 
burning will completely alter the quality of your carefully applied shifts 
and adjustments.

A new crop or image rotation can throw off the balance of your focal 
points…

Correcting blown highlights after your color and tonal adjustments 
may affect the purity and hue…

Situations like this force you to either reprocess the image (wasting 
time) or settle with the altered result (unful�lling to your creativity).

Either way, it’s a demoralizing and unnecessary side effect that 
can be easily avoided.

However, don’t think of editing and processing as two opposing 
work�ows…but rather stages in the digital darkroom that work 
together cohesively and contribute to your �nal image.

For example: one goal of the editing phase is to pull in as much detail as 
possible from the raw �le, which will give you more creative freedom. 
Because when you process an image that already has the correct 
exposure – meaning that there are no blown highlights or blocked 
shadows – it allows you to use a wider spectrum of creative techniques 
that otherwise would not be possible if you had damaged pixels.

So in other words…your editing techniques directly in�uence your 
processing techniques, and vice versa.

Another example is noise removal: certain creative processing 
techniques (such as color grading) can enhance the appearance of 
noise…so by eliminating that noise at the beginning of your work�ow, 
you are avoiding future frustrations and wasted time.

This also improves your in-the-field workflow

My students often discover that once their darkroom work�ow became 
simpler and more streamlined, they found themselves looking at the 
landscape with a fresh and liberated perspective.

Scenes that you may have previously disregarded due to uninteresting 
light or stagnant atmosphere now draw your attention because you 
know what is possible in Photoshop once you bring those images 
home.

With this new perspective, you’re encouraged to look at landscapes 
longer, explore new vantage points, and pursue a variety of creative 
methods with your camera that you can later enhance through the 
darkroom.

By following this simple guideline and making that mental shift to 
separate your editing from your processing….you’ll �nd yourself having 
more fun in the darkroom instead of feeling overwhelmed.

My processing courses [ https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/ ] 
are structured the very same way: to “purify the canvas” before any 
creative work. This is by far the easiest, yet most powerful change I 
made to my darkroom work�ow…and has paved the way for years of 
fun in both Lightroom and Photoshop.

I encourage you to make a list right now and separate your 
editing techniques from your processing. 

I guarantee that you’ll see a great improvement!

This is just one small step you can take to simplify your work�ow...and 
each change you make will gradually clear the way for your creativity to 
�ourish.

It's not about ADDING more techniques or tactics, but rather narrowing 
your focus so you can process more intentionally. Otherwise, you’ll 
become a jack of all trades with no creative ful�llment.

“Editing” and “Processing” are essentially the M (minimize) and A 
(amplify) stages of the IMA method…

But we’re still missing the most important step that controls everything 
you do in the darkroom: the Identify (I) stage!

In the next section, we'll be diving a bit deeper into what it means to 
“identify” with your photograph, and how establishing a creative thesis 

will be the catalyst for processing an image based on how YOU create, 
not someone else.

It's a bit di�erent than anything else I've taught...but this change in 
perspective will give you the biggest advances in your photography.

        IDENTIFYING A CREATIVE THESIS

I can remember the precise 
moment I knew that landscape 
photography was for me…

As I was standing in a �eld in the 
lush Green Mountains of Vermont, 
I felt an instant connection to the 
landscape.  There was a transformation taking place where I didn't feel 
like I was "in" nature as a silent visitor anymore...but that I was now a 
part of it, and it was a part of me.

I could feel myself sinking into the ground...and for the �rst time, I could 
sense the palpable creative energy. 

What was even more exciting was that this feeling did not dissipate 
when I returned home. This "connection" actually came with me, and I 
could relive that precise moment in the Green Mountains simply by 
looking at the photographs I took that day.

Those images are now like doors...a passageway that I can access any 
time I wanted to be there again, no matter where I am. 

This was a pivotal moment for me.  It’s when I started to simply "listen" 

to the landscape and let my inspiration develop organically...

And when I did, the feedback I received was so creatively 
satisfying.

That’s when I knew that landscape photography was the art I wanted to 
pursue.

I always had a desire to create, but never saw myself as an "artist". At the 
time, I mistakenly believed that this was a talent reserved for the 
naturally gifted.

I wasn’t a painter, or a sculptor, or a glassblower...or skilled in any kind of 
"hands-on" art. So for me, photography seemed like an achievable 
creative outlet.

Besides, I had already taken a few photographs that I was proud of...and 
I loved being outdoors and exploring new locations, so I was excited 
about this discovery.

My photography was never about impressing others or gathering a 
following (although that came later, unintentionally). My journey began 
long before the days of social media, "going viral", and "likes" and 
"shares".

For me, photography is something that is deeply personal and 
expressive. It's my way of creating something tangible out of a feeling or 
experience. Being able to look at my photos on a wall and appreciate 
those memories...and to relive them whenever I wanted.

There is also something extraordinary about the uniqueness of a 

photograph. I'm not talking about "style" or visually appealing qualities, 
but how I interpret the landscape in front of me.

This is my very first serious attempt at a long exposure 
photograph…

And after all these years, it's STILL 
one of my favorite images.

Now in hindsight, I de�nitely could 
have improved the composition, 
framing, sharpness, and many 
other "quality" factors…

But there’s a good reason why this 
image is so personal to me...It 
represents an important milestone in my evolution as a photographer. 

It’s the very �rst time where I felt that the "soul" of the image was 
expressed clearly...

I had IDENTIFIED the story I wanted to tell about this scene with 
intent and purpose.

And then used that to guide my processing in Lightroom and 
Photoshop, leading me to recreate what I had felt and seen in the �eld 
in a visual medium.

That was a feeling I had never experienced before, and it was immensely 
satisfying.

For me, a photograph represents how I interpret a collection of 
moments to create an "experience"...and it's something that no one else 
can claim. 

These moments will never happen again. Even if they did, my 
perspective would be completely di�erent from what it was at that 
moment in time. It's a unique combination of a series of events and how 
I choose to view them...and the photographs allow me to relive that 
experience forever.

There’s an excellent quote by Ernt Haas that communicates this process 
as “dreaming with open eyes”:

The is best part about landscape photography for me: the 
unpredictability of what you'll �nd...and the photograph you create is 
in�uenced greatly by the environment that's presented to you during 
that experience, and how you respond to that atmosphere.

However, this process can be quite di�cult to replicate once you move 
into the digital darkroom. 

So before we discuss how to identify your creative intent for processing 
a photograph, we need to discuss WHY this can be so di�cult to do in 
the �rst place…

Because most photographers, they either underestimate the 
importance of creating a story with an image in the darkroom, or they’re 
completely unaware that your creativity continues over from the �eld 
and onto the computer! 

Connecting the Field to the Darkroom

A source of great frustration for me was how lackluster my photographs 
were once I got home.  They were completely void of the atmosphere I 
had when taking them. Instead, they looked boring and dull. A mere 
shell of what I had seen in person.

Not only did my raw �les rarely represent what I witnessed in the �eld, 
but they felt un�nished and unful�lling.

They were missing the "soul" of the experience.

Why were my photographs so lifeless and unmoving?

This was massively disappointing...especially since I had no idea how to 
carry that creative energy and passion I had while taking the image over 
to Lightroom and Photoshop: the digital version of the �lm darkroom.  

This "digital darkroom" is an arena of unlimited creativity, with all the 

necessary tools laid out in front of you...much like how an art studio is 
for a painter or sculptor.

However, the extraordinary experience I had when capturing the image 
with my camera became blocked once I got home...and I had no idea 
why.

Before I even pursued landscape photography with more intention, I 
had already spent a few years with Photoshop...so the digital darkroom 
was not a strange place for me.

I could remove dust spots, crop, and make my colors more vibrant. In 
other words, I knew how to "clean up" a photograph successfully and 
make it more impactful.

But even after many hours of trial and error with enhancing the colors 
and light, there was still something missing.

And although a few images went through a dramatic transformation 
and were aesthetically pleasing, they felt like an empty win.

I knew that the digital darkroom should be a fun and powerful place of 
unlimited creativity. It’s not a separate experience or work�ow, but 
rather a natural continuation of the enjoyment I had when taking the 
photograph. 

I should be excited and inspired by the unlimited possibilities. Instead, it 
was a source of great frustration and disappointment.

I soon realized that I needed a “bridge” so my creativity could �ow 
unobstructed from the �eld and into the digital darkroom. I had this 

reservoir of creative energy that I tapped into when taking the photo, 
just waiting to be released…but I had no clear path to move me 
forward. 

And as a result, I was stuck on this awful plateau. 

I’m not afraid of “putting in the work”. I enjoy the process of crafting a 
photograph...much like how a sculptor carefully transforms a lump of 
clay into a beautiful piece of art.

However, there were two important missing links in my work�ow:

(1) Identifying what I wanted to create and why (establishing the 
creative thesis)...

(2) The steps I needed to take to tell that story visually with the 
darkroom.

So I went through the typical process that most of us go through:

As if true, authentic creativity is simply a recipe you can follow.

However, the more "tactics" I added to my darkroom toolbelt, the more I 

felt lost...because I couldn't see HOW to apply these new skills and tools 
to my own images.

The “when” and “why” were never made clear to me, and this stagnation 
was utterly confusing to me because it lacked all logic. 

My technical skills were advancing, but my images were only marginally 
better...and certainly not anywhere near to expressing my creative voice 
- the story I want to tell.

They felt empty.

And even more frustrating was seeing such a disconnect between my 
photographs and the work of others. How could they create such 
expressive images in the darkroom so e�ortlessly?

What I didn't know at the time was that these photographers 
understood something that I hadn't yet...

That the foundation of any photograph is NOT based on your technical 
aptitude (although that is important)...

But YOUR creative vision. What inspires YOU.

You see, the process of taking your raw �le and transforming it into an 
extraordinary photograph is simply an extension of the experience you 
had when taking the image. It's not a separate stage or work�ow.

You will draw on this to guide the choices you make in the darkroom. It's 
your "creative fuel".

And Lightroom and Photoshop? They are simply tools to help you 
express more easily...but they are not the source of your creativity.

This photo is one of my �rst attempts at recreating what I FELT when 
taking the image...

It went through many changes, and became a true representation of 
what I wanted to communicate. And after all these years, this photo still 
brings me so much joy.

I can relive the excitement, serenity, and connection to nature at any 
time by just looking at it...no matter where I am in the world.

The “Blueprint”  to the Darkroom

Now, the exact work�ow you need to follow in the darkroom is mostly 
unknown beforehand. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s important to 
think about this now before we continue on...

When you’re trying to process your image in a way that’s congruent to 
your authentic creative voice, you can not force it through a 
predetermined blueprint. 

Your work�ow needs to develop organically based on your creative 

thesis:

What you SEE, and how that makes you FEEL. 

But not knowing the exact steps to take in the darkroom is what makes 
the creative process so satisfying. What I do to adapt, interpret, and 
ultimately translate that experience into something tangible - a 
photograph - is why I love this craft.

Each experience is wholly unique, and brings so much ful�llment. I 
always discover something new about myself and photography with 
every image I create...and that would be lost if I was simply following 
along. 

One of the biggest challenges that photographers face once they make 
the commitment to developing their craft is the pursuit of a unique 
“style”, or a trademark aesthetic. And there is a natural desire to have a 
recipe for this that can be followed step-by-step...a blueprint to that 
style.

However, it’s much more satisfying to create photographs that have 
their own unique story to tell based on the content and how you 
interpret it. 

And it all starts with a simple connection to the landscape that deeply 
resonates with you, and being able to identify what it is that draws you 
to capture this particular scene.

So, what is the missing piece that connects the �eld to the 
computer….your “digital darkroom”?

How do you tap into that creative inspiration and use it as a compass to 
guide you through the murky waters of Lightroom and Photoshop?

    THE CREATIVE COMPASS

Photographers often think that there’s going to be a creative epiphany 
after years of experience...or that some people are naturally gifted with 
artistic skills that can't be taught.

Thankfully, that's not true at all.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your photography 
immediately - right now - and be able to express that visually through 
processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop...this is easier accomplished when you start 
with small, manageable steps.

The starting point that directs you towards your unique creative 
expression can be vague at best, so I have some very simple guidelines 
that I encourage my students to follow. 

This change in perspective has helped many landscape photographers 
to clearly identify the creative thesis for a photograph….leading them 
to process images with clear intent and direction, and create authentic 
works of art that they are proud of.

Here’s what it all comes down to...

Identifying what you SEE, and recognizing how that makes you 

FEEL. 

There is a considerable di�erence between photographing what you 
SEE to document the literal aesthetics, and creating a photograph based 
on what you FEEL, or a story you wish to tell. 

When it comes to the darkroom, we often focus on enhancing the visual 
aspects of the image through editing tactics:

These are, of course, important steps to take to the �nal photograph…

But sometimes, we concentrate too heavily on making the image 
appear better, and forget to take the next step and consider how these 
visuals make us FEEL...and use that to create a subjective response with 
our processing tools.

So, rather than go back on the merry-go-round of trial and error in the 
darkroom, you need to clear the decks and focus completely on being 
“creative” with your photography. Allow yourself to experiment and 
explore.

I'm talking about the unadulterated expression of your imagination; a 
free-�owing stream of consciousness from mind to canvas, based 
entirely on how the image makes you FEEL. 

Forget the rules, and stop trying to pile on new skills to your work�ow. 
Without direction, all that does is mu�e your creative voice and gives 
you unful�lling busywork.

The goal here is not skill-building anymore, but to develop a stronger 
connection to your creative voice.

All you need to do is simply LISTEN to the image... 

Ask yourself: “What is the story this photo is trying to tell?”

And once you gain clarity on your 
INTENT…

You can then reorganize your 
work�ow into a streamlined process 
that is based 100% on how YOU 
think, not someone else.

Getting hands-on and 
experimenting in the darkroom is 
the only way you can identify and 
re�ne your vision...and once you 
start deciding what you like and 
don't like, the process will become 
clearer. 

And this will amplify every part of your craft.

This discovery can be a bit bittersweet…

Frustrating to realize how much you were overthinking the creative 
process, and the time wasted hopping from one technique to another…

But wholly satisfying to �nally be on the right path. 

We’ll discuss some strategies for how to effectively experiment in the 
darkroom later, because it’s quite easy to get completely o�-track. 

 For now, I'd like you to look at your work�ow critically....and determine 
how much of it you can eliminate.

Ask yourself WHY you've adopted a certain technique, and whether or 
not it helps you express the feeling behind a photograph.

And then jump into the darkroom without any preconceived notions of 
what you SHOULD be doing. Instead, simply explore and create.

There will be many failures here...but the gold nuggets you �nd during 
this experimentation are worth much more than what any "new shiny 
object" can bring you. 

We already know that you can learn much from failures, but it is 
especially true for �nding your creative voice in photography...because 
at the very least, you’ll determine what you DON’T want to do.

And by process of elimination, you’ll hone in on techniques and 
aesthetics that are aligned with your unique creative voice...

Which will lead you to make amazing discoveries.

       BARRIERS TO CREATIVITY

Skills before Craft

There are many barriers to creativity in the darkroom, and most can be 
traced back to the same source... 

Overthinking the process. 

One recurring problem my students will eventually encounter is that 
when their technical skills develop and their work�ow becomes more 
sophisticated, they will enter this “phase” where it’s actually MORE 
di�cult to process a photograph. 

In our quest to advance our skills, we can simultaneously become 
overwhelmed with choices…

When you add more skills to your processing toolbelt, it can create 
technical overwhelm...

And when you’re presented with too many choices without a system in 
place to qualify them, it can feel like you've hit a major roadblock 

because it interrupts the genuine �ow of your creativity. 

It's completely natural and expected for your creative compass to get 
out of sync when you become more intentional about processing your 
photographs.

The goal here is to be honest with yourself and acknowledge 
this disconnect. 

It’s not external, uncontrollable factors that are blocking your creativity. 
It's the pressure that you've placed on yourself. Once you realize this, 
you can then work towards eliminating these roadblocks.

When tactics start to overwhelm you, don’t doubt your talent as a 
photographer because it will only spiral out of control. Instead, just 
acknowledge that your journey as an artist is constantly evolving, and 
creativity has natural ebbs and �ows. 

Juust because photography is a hobby doesn’t mean it will always be 
easy...but these challenges make your successes all the more satisfying 
and memorable.

Unconstructive Feedback

Another barrier to your creative work�ow is the opinion of others! 

Even if criticism is intended to be constructive, it can sometimes have 
the opposite e�ect. Feedback tends to eliminate possibilities in your 
work�ow, which can carve out a narrow path for you to follow. Without 
you realizing it, this can build walls around your creative development 

and subconsciously discourage you from developing your craft.

You can not base the value of YOUR photograph by what others 
deem as aesthetically pleasing!

Art is not de�ned by the perceived value that others place on your �nal 
image, but by how much of yourself and your unique vision that you 
put into it. Once you realize this, a massive creative barrier is 
lifted....because the control over your photography switches back into 
your hands. 

Now, this does NOT mean you have to ignore all critiques...

Feedback can be very helpful, especially when it’s technical advice to 
improve the quality of your �nal image and the e�cacy of your 
work�ow. Advice on how to enhance sharp detail, protect your pixels 
from damage, or advancements that can save you time in 
Photoshop...all excellent!

However, what I’m trying to discourage here is blindly listening to 
feedback without the proper context. Any new bit of advice needs to be 
explored subjectively, and cross-referenced against the story you wish 
to tell with your photograph: your message and perspective. 

You can think of this like building a house. I love this analogy because 
there is a certain amount of craftsmanship that goes into building: the 
union of skill and creativity. 

There are certain widely-accepted guidelines to follow when it comes to 
building any house to ensure the longevity and practicality of your 
home. However, the aesthetics, layout, and overall functionality is 

entirely personal to you and your family’s needs. 

Sure, someone can come along and tell you how amazing it is to have 
the laundry room on the second �oor, or an entertainment area in the 
basement...because the value of those features are subjective to their 
perspective. 

But their perceived value will most likely be vastly di�erent than yours, 
and you may see a much “better” use of that space. It’s okay to not agree 
with critiques! 

Here’s what it comes down to…

Photography, much like your home, is entirely personal to you...and can 
not be in�uenced by others because their perception is based on their 
own experiences. No matter how similar their perspective may seem, it’s 
still not YOU. 

Yes, it’s good to have guidelines to help to improve the quality and 
clarity of your story...those “creative bumpers” we discussed earlier. 

But remember: the only valid “rules” in photography are the ones that 
YOU agree with! Never let an opinion, no matter how helpful it may 
seem, distract you from your vision or otherwise build barriers around 
what you want to accomplish. Instead, consider feedback to be an 
invitation to explore a new and fresh perspective.

The Artist “Hat”

Another change in perspective that has been massively helpful for 
expressing my creativity is to �nd ways of including photography into 

every aspect of my life, not just when I’m in the �eld or behind the 
computer. 

Somewhere along the line, many of us 
have been conditioned to think that 
the “artist mindset” is something we 
switch on  and o�. 

It’s another “hat” we put on in our 
persona, a role we play depending on 
the environment. 

This is especially true if we live in the city...

We have our “real” life in the city with our families, and then our “travel” 
life where we put on our artist hat and create in nature.
 
This roleplaying may seem harmless, but can actually be a massive 
barrier to your creativity.

Because once the trip is over, the impending doom comes...it’s time to 
hang up the artist hat and get back to our “real” life. 

Restricting the photography mindset to a certain place or time places so 
much stress and pressure on yourself to create during that small 
window, the reprieve that you “earned”. 

“I hope I can make some amazing photographs while I’m here”.

“I hope I don’t WASTE the opportunity”.

This is NOT the mindset to have when you’re in the �eld! 

And when these thoughts creep up, they can completely defeat the 
purpose of being there in the �rst place - to  enjoy the experience! 

Now, most of us don't have the opportunity and means to pack up and 
move to the top of a mountain...as liberating as that sounds. 
But that doesn't mean you can’t retain the same perspective in your 
everyday life that you had when creating your photographs. You will 
�nd photography much more rewarding if you do!

These introspective thoughts encourage you to think creatively 
throughout the day, and can lead to the same profound breakthroughs 
in your photography that come from the �eld.  Then you can use these 
new discoveries to support your craft once you’re back in an 
environment that you love to create in. 

Striving to Capture the “Perfect” Photograph

Another barrier to creativity is the pressure we place on ourselves to 
create an extraordinary photograph. 

Sometimes, we expect to come back home with a trophy of our 
experience...whether it’s for ourselves or to show others. And in doing 

so, we force ourselves to create an image that is not a true 
representation of our creativity. It does not tell the story we want to tell, 
or adequately “captures” the atmosphere of that experience.

Maybe we want to play it safe and create an image that is predictable...

Or perhaps we want to photograph a landmark to check o� our 
arbitrary “bucket list”, giving us that boost of dopamine from an 
accomplishment. 

If that’s all you want from your photography, that’s perfectly �ne! But if 
you’re reading this, then I would guess that you desire a more 
meaningful experience. 

Photography goes much deeper than creating a  tangible image...it’s 
about being in the moment and �nding ful�llment through that 
experience. 

Yes, there is a possibility that you’ll create an image that you �nd 
creativity satisfying, and represents that collection of moments...but 
there should be no expectation to do so, as the experience itself should 
be rewarding enough. 

Remember: a technically “perfect” photograph does NOT 
guarantee that you will be creativity satisfied!

Skill is only one aspect of your craft. The creative fuel for your skill is your 
vision; how you interpret that experience. 

If an image does not fully express the experience you had in the �eld...
If it does not tell the story you want to tell...

If it does not trigger the memory of that experience...

Then it will be an empty win that leaves you striving for more, no matter 
how visually compelling that image is. 

Becoming Uncomfortable

Another barrier is becoming comfortable 
with success, which discourages you from 
getting out of your comfort zone and 
exploring new opportunities. 

It’s very simple, but often overlooked.

When you create an image that you really 
enjoy, it’s natural to want to recreate the 
magic of that experience. 

In doing so, your craft can turn into an assembly line of repeatable 
patterns….and eventually, you have this portfolio of images that all look 
the same. 

More importantly though, these derivatives lack the “spark” of that 
original experience because you are trying to manufacture an organic 
response to the environment based on a completely di�erent set of 
conditions.

To revitalize your photographic journey, it’s important to periodically 
force a di�erent perspective and get out of your comfort zone - both in 
the �eld and in the darkroom. 

Create something new. If you don't like the results, then you at least 
LEARNED something new. 

I �nd it especially invigorating to revisit the same locations, but 
encourage myself to try a new technique. If not, create conditions that 
force you down a new path (i.e. don’t bring certain gear that you 
depend on, or use only a certain lens). 

Remember: the primary goal here is to enjoy the experience, and that 
can’t be authentic if you’re mimicking the work of others - even your 
own photography! 

That simply becomes a watered-down version of another unique 
experience, which lacks the necessary context and meaning. 

Each image you create is a moment in time, a culmination of random 
events and emotions that came together at that particular point...and 
it's hard to recreate that. It's easier and more creatively ful�lling to 
explore a new image with a fresh and clear perspective, instead of being 
chained to a previous processing work�ow. 

Experimentation is the catalyst which will encourage your 
photography to evolve. 

There is always validity to YOUR photographs. There are no “good” or 
“bad” images; they are all meaningful if they were genuinely created. 
They represent an experience you had: your fascination with a subject, 
your response to the environment...and all the beautiful moments of 
your life that they remind you of.

    FOUNDATIONS VS. TACTICS 

I'm a big believer in learning the 
principles �rst...because when your 
foundation is solid, it's much easier 
to learn new skills and techniques.

This is especially true for the 
darkroom...because when working 
with Lightroom and Photoshop, it's 
easy to become fascinated with the 
new and shiny.

New tricks that make your image 
"pop"...

Make this "one change" to 
enhance your colors...

Buy these new presets/actions/panels to "transform" your 
images.

And judging by the countless articles, courses, and YouTube videos out 
there, unveiling the next "new shiny object" can gather a lot of 
attention...

Because they provide magical shortcuts to a (seemingly) complicated 
subject: Lightroom and Photoshop.

It gives you the illusion that you're gaining traction in the 
darkroom....because you are seeing instant results with your image 

So instead, we tend to process all photographs the same way. Just going 
through the motions, pushing our images through an assembly line for 
art.

This is why the more we learn, the more complicated and confusing our 
work�ow can become...

Because unless you've dug deep to strengthen the creative connection 
to your images (the IDENTIFY stage)...you're simply piling more tools 
onto a weak foundation.

Sure, perhaps a few techniques are aligned with your vision...but unless 
you have a strong creative connection to your image, this is a game of 
hit-or-miss.

If you were attending college, you wouldn't sign up for every class 
o�ered.

1. That's massively overwhelming.
2. The quality of your education is going to suffer without any intent 
and direction to keep you moving forward.

When you know what you want to focus on, you can quickly qualify a 
class...and if it's not aligned with your goals, you don't take it.

The same mindset applies to your photography when your creative 
compass is aligned and you know the images you want to create...

When you come across a new tool or technique, you can immediately 
decide whether or not this will enhance your work�ow.

This is an important concept to grasp, so let's think about it in a 
different way...

Remember when you �rst started to explore the art of photography?

Think about how excited you were to be in the moment, connecting to 
your environment, and just being in-tune with your creativity...and how 
happy you were to be creating photographs.

Sure, you knew that you could improve the quality...but as you know, 
you don’t have to be a “master” at photography to enjoy it! I'm talking 
about the pure emotional connection to your craft, and the immense 
satisfaction that feeling brings.

That raw creative energy is the foundation of your photography. This is 
the "heart and soul" of your image - plain and simple.

And every step you take in the darkroom NEEDS to be aligned with your 
creative vision...

Because if it's not, that will prevent you from moving forward...and your 
work�ow will become overly complicated and plateau.

When we become more intentional with our photography, and dedicate 
ourselves to improve our craft….we typically focus on the wrong things 
�rst...

And that is ADDING more to our work�ow prematurely, without context 
or intent.

Now you can certainly go about learning the darkroom this way and 
eventually create images that are satisfying...but it's a LONG journey.

As we talked about in the previous section, if you're just piling on more 
tactics and skills without any creative direction...then all you're doing is 
giving yourself information overload.

And this will actually CONFUSE your ability to express creatively.

I see so many photographers plow through Lightroom and Photoshop 
as if they were studying for the bar exam...which is NOT how you should 
approach photography.

It all comes down to this...

If you're not actually ENJOYING the learning process and have that for-
ward momentum, it's going to be very di�cult to stay motivated...espe-
cially since photography is a hobby for most of us.

And hobbies are supposed to be fun and ful�lling, right? If they're not, 
why even bother?

It's not about "mastering" the darkroom. It's about loving the creative 
journey; the process of your photography evolving and changing.

Lightroom and Photoshop are not obstacles you have to "get over" in 
order to enjoy your photography. They are an integral part of the cre-
ative process...and should be every bit as fun as your camera work in the 
�eld.

Sure, there is a learning curve...absolutely. And there will be challenges. 

More tutorials.
More workshops.
More gear.
More tips and tricks.

And without a creative compass that is aligned to your vision, you can't 
decide whether or not these tactics have a place in your work�ow - at 
least not without wasting a LOT of time �rst.

Instead, you should be strengthening your creative thesis - the 
foundation for everything you do in the darkroom.

Because if the foundation of your photography is not solid, then no 
piece of gear or new tutorial is going to help you.

Don't get me wrong: it's important to explore new skills...but when you 
do it without cross-referencing them against your creative thesis, all 
you're doing is putting the cart before the horse.

     LEARNING WITHOUT OVERLOAD

Now we’re digging deeper into one of my favorite topics: the myth that 
more skills = better photographs.

In my 10+ years of teaching Lightroom and Photoshop, there is one 
misconception that almost every single photographer I've worked with 
has.

And once it's dispelled, a massive weight is lifted...and the darkroom 
becomes a much clearer place to be in.

Just like with your camera, you do need to achieve a certain base skill 
level in order to use them e�ectively.

However, us landscape and nature photographers will �nd many of the 
darkroom tools useless and not worth learning.

Photoshop was designed for graphic artists in general, and most of the 
tools are completely irrelevant to photography. Even those tools which 
ARE relevant, most of them won't be relevant to YOU and how you want 
to create.

The goal here is to �nd the handful of tools and techniques that you 
LOVE to use...and then master them.

What I'm talking about here is a shift in perspective...and concentrating 
your e�orts on the foundations of the darkroom. The tools that are inter-
woven into every technique.

This will pay you back in dividends...and make everything else you do in 
Lightroom and Photoshop crystal clear.

Let's approach this topic another way...

Any new skill or tactic you add to your processing toolbelt is completely 

worthless UNLESS you understand the WHY behind it.

"Why is this important to learn?"
"Why does this technique help me 
express my creative vision more 
clearly?"

When you are solid on the foundations of 
the darkroom, it's so much easier to 
answer these questions.

And when you know the WHY, you can 
quickly cherry-pick which techniques will 
transform your image into a photograph 
you can be proud of.

This is why so many feel like they are stuck on a creative hamster 
wheel...and waste so much money and time on education without direc-
tion.

YES. Learning new skills is important. But there needs to be a clear 
intent behind it, and it has to be aligned with your vision.

Otherwise, it's like going to the grocery store and buying every single 
item.

Sure, you won't go hungry....but you will be massively overwhelmed, 
and 90% of those items won't be used - at least not e�ectively.

In the end, that's a lot of wasted time and money.

Here's the key: Get clear on your creative vision (being in-tune with your 
creative "compass")...

And master the foundations: the "mother sauces" of the darkroom that 
all other techniques are built upon.

Don't get me wrong: I am ALL about digging deep, putting the work in, 
and truly understanding the tools of the darkroom. There are no short-
cuts to creatively satisfying photographs, and knowing your tools and 
techniques intimately is paramount.

What I'm trying to discourage here is the idea of becoming a "jack of all 
trades, and a master of none"...

And until you get clear on your creative compass, you're just �lling your 
time with aimless busywork.

Those who are most satis�ed with their photography all agree on one 
fundamental principle:

The more you SIMPLIFY your workflow, the more clarity you 
have on what works for YOU...the better your images will 
become.

Because you are concentrating your e�orts ONLY on what moves your 
craft forward.

Once you commit to learning the principles in-depth, everything else 
simply falls into place because you can now ADAPT a new technique to 
complement your creative vision and work�ow.

And photographers who know the fundamentals inside and out can do 
this easily...so it's a fun, intentional, and streamlined process.

We'll talk more in the next section about how to create a sensible work-
�ow and identify patterns in your processing. 

But for now, make sure to sign up for my free “Foundations” 
course for Lightroom and Photoshop: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

Because trying to process an image without understanding the princi-
ples is a lot like driving with the emergency brake on.  Yes, you may 
move forward…but you’ll go so much faster if you take your foot o� the 
brake.

     BRINGING ORDER TO CREATIVE CHAOS

We now know that your unique creative vision is the fuel behind your 
best photographs. Tactics, tools, techniques.....they can all HELP you 
express that vision clearer, but they're not the source.

That's 100% you...limited only by your imagination.

However, there needs to be a bit of order to the chaos; a creative "road-
map" to stay on track. This is especially true for Lightroom and Photo-
shop where the possibilities are limitless.

Here's one way to think about it...

Let's say you're taking a road trip with a speci�c destination in mind. 

Sure, you'll make stops along the way...and even take detours that you 
may explore for quite a while.

But eventually, you get back on track and are always moving for-
ward...arriving closer to your destination.

Your darkroom work�ow should have the same forward momentum. 
You can take breaks, experiment, and explore....but each step should be 
gently pushing you towards that �nal image.

Without this basic structure, it's like going on that road trip with no map 
whatsoever. Most likely, you'll never get to where you want to go...and 
will give up somewhere that's way o� track.

Your processing work�ow should have what I call  “creative bum-
pers”.

These will grant you the freedom to explore and experiment, but within 
protective boundaries....so you'll have the breathing room to take those 
detours.

Because that is where your biggest darkroom breakthroughs will come 
from: that unguided, free-�owing creativity that you can later re�ne and 
enhance.

Now there is a certain structure, or order of operations, that you should 
follow in the darkroom....no doubt about that.

What you need to watch out for is becoming too strict in your work�ow. 
This will build walls around your creative development by sti�ing your 
ability to express your vision...and discourage you from exploring new 

and exciting techniques.

There is, however, a happy medium between creativity and order...and 
over years I've developed a system that has worked wonders for my own 
photography.

It's something I mentioned at the beginning of this eBook, so I'd like to 
circle back and revisit the process now that we know more about 
expressing our creativity in the darkroom. 

Identify, Minimize, and Amplify....or the "IMA method" for short.

     1. IDENTIFY

This simply means to recog-
nize what you like about 
your image, and identify the 
creative direction you want 
to take it in.

This is probably the biggest 
mental hurdle that photog-
raphers encounter...and the only reason why it’s a “hurdle” is that we 
tend to overcomplicate the process.

You can establish a strong, creative connection to your work immediate-
ly...and be able to express that visually through processing.

And just like with your commitment to learning the technical skills of 
Lightroom and Photoshop, the process becomes easier when you start 
with the foundations.

The creative connection between you and your photography can be 
established in a number of di�erent ways…and on many di�erent 
levels.

That initial "spark" which ignites your creative passion can be very sim-
ple...all you need is a starting point to steer you in the right direction.

First, identify your vision by recalling the emotions you felt in the �eld 
when taking the photo. Connect yourself to that very moment and write 
down a few simple words that represent what you felt: “warm” and 
“peaceful”….or perhaps “abrasive” or “foreboding”.

This is a simple, yet powerful starting point that will help you decide 
which direction to steer your image towards …or at the very least, 
where NOT to take your image.

Either way, you're starting to hone in on HOW you want to process...and 
this gets you thinking deeper about the "WHY" behind your photo-
graph.

In other words, you're aligning the creative compass.

     2. MINIMIZE

Once you've established ANY connection to your image, no matter if it's 
general or speci�c...use that as your reference to decide how to mini-
mize (or remove) any distractions that go against the grain of your cre-
ative compass.

There are obvious choices like dust spots and noise removal...

But this is also where you'll start to make creative decisions on directing 
the eye through the frame by minimizing the prominence, or weight, of 
those distractions.

Dodging and burning is the most used technique here, but you will also 
use other local adjustments to control how texture and contrast attract 
the eye.

Speci�cally, you can manipulate the quality of contrast, luminosity, and 
color to help "quiet down" certain parts of your frame.

     3. AMPLIFY

This is the fun part :)

Here we begin to enhance the stronger qualities of your image, those 
which are aligned with your creative compass.

In other words, after minimizing the "bad" qualities, we can better focus 
on the "good" qualities. We've cleaned up and primed the canvas so we 
can create a better photograph without distractions.

This is less about choosing a speci�c technique or process, and is more 
about making that mental shift we talked about earlier...going from the 
"editing" phase to the "processing" phase.

It's a very simple, yet extremely powerful concept.

However, before you can identify what qualities you like about your 
image and start thinking about ways you can enhance those.....you need 

to nurture your connection to the scene you're photographing.

This is where I see many photographers struggle the most because it 
goes against the grain of what we've been taught. Many think that by 
learning the technical aspect of each tool (the "how"), their creative 
vision will magically become clear.

However, the "why" is not often taught with the "how"...so they become 
lost and frustrated when they hit this roadblock and can't decide what 
direction to take their photo in.

The "formula" is incomplete...and the missing piece of the puzzle (your 
creative vision) is preventing you from moving forward.

One of my students had this to say when he was �rst presented the IMA 
method, which is a challenge that I think many of us can relate to:

Once you reach a certain level of expertise in the darkroom, this chal-
lenge becomes more paramount. 

You see, it's easy to enhance your technical skills because that's an 
achievable goal...

Buy a book. 
Follow a tutorial. 
Practice, practice, practice...

And you will eventually see tangible results for your time. Your images 
will have sharper detail, more vibrant colors, stronger composi-
tions...which are all very important contributions to the quality of your 
image. 

But digging deep to �gure out what kind of photographs you WANT to 
create? That can be quite an obstacle.

It all comes down to this...

Learning the most advanced techniques and using the most expensive 
tools will only MARGINALLY improve the quality of your images. Yes, you 
can pick up some helpful tips and tricks here and there from random 
YouTube videos and articles (I certainly have myself ). Or you may com-
pletely adopt someone else’s technique…

And the results are great! So you do it again.

But that "success" comes to an end soon, and you'll eventually hit a pla-
teau. You may even regress because you’re not creating for YOU...and 
that's an awful feeling.

Unless you have a “Why” behind the tools and techniques (the IDENTIFY 
stage), and know how to use them to express YOUR creativity (the MINI-
MIZE and AMPLIFY stage)…yyour craft is going to be stagnant and will 
never evolve.

Here's a VERY simpli�ed example of the IMA method in action...

 I created this image with the cheapest lens (a magnifying lens �lter on 

the "nifty �fty"), and an en-
try-level camera body. I didn't 
travel across the globe to �nd 
this, nor did I hike up a moun-
tain.

I also didn't spend hours pix-
el-peeping in the darkroom, 
obsessing with sharpness or color quality.

This is not only one of my favorite images, but it’s one of my �rst…when 
my craft was 100% based on free-�owing creativity and inspiration.

And it placed first in the Outdoor Photographer Magazine "Na-
ture's Colors" competition.

I used no luminosity masks, a light touch of dodging and burning, and 
processed my colors in an abhorrent way. 

It was ridiculously simple to create (both in-camera and in the dark-
room)...but it expressed exactly what I wanted it to.

Yes, I can certainly re�ne this image knowing what I know now.

A better lens can improve the quality of the detail...

Some luminosity masks can improve the quality of the highlights...

But those can not improve the quality of the IDEA.

The "soul" of the image is expressed clearly here, and that's the most 

important part. Well above what any piece of gear or processing tech-
nique can o�er you.

John Burroughs has a great quote about this...

I think the very same can be said for landscape photography.

Of course, my processing work�ow is more advanced now...but each 
tool or tactic I added to my toolbelt was intentional and serves a speci�c 
purpose. No more, no less.

This is exactly how I've structured my video courses for Lightroom and 
Photoshop. Each module clearly outlines the tools with the work-
�ows...the "how" AND the "why".

By learning how to "lean in" to your creative strengths, you will cultivate 
a craft based on YOUR unique vision...cherry-picking the techniques that 
work best for you.

Because once your vision is clear, it will be your guide to everything you 
do in the darkroom...and the creative process becomes ridiculously 
simple.

NOTE: To get an idea of how my premium courses are like, you can sign 
up for your FREE “Darkroom Foundations” course right here: 

https://creativeraw.com/course/

By learning the principles of Lightroom and Photoshop, you will not 
only simplify your work�ow, but you will �nd the darkroom a FUN place 
to be because you now understand exactly what is happening “under 
the hood”.

     THE GOAL VS. THE PROCESS

The very �rst thing I show new members once they join my premium 
membership is how a small shift in perspective can instantly align you 
with your creative vision.

And that shift is to simply TRUST the creative process.

Of course, that's easier said than done...but as soon as you make the 
commitment to just "go with the �ow", you can create an exceptional 
image with very little foresight.

So let's unpack this concept, because it will bring instant clarity to the 
darkroom.

Goal-Oriented vs. Process-Oriented

When you have a strict checklist that you go through when you process 
an image, your work�ow is GOAL oriented.

You're trying to push an image through a conveyor belt of tactics and 
techniques, and expecting a certain result to come out at the end.

However, when you want to be expressive in the darkroom,  you need a 
PROCESS oriented approach...where your focus is NOT set on creating 
a speci�c result.

The Previsualization Conundrum

Here's what makes it so challenging for us to switch to a process-orient-
ed work�ow...

I've noticed that there is this fascination with previsualization. Because 
somewhere along our creative journey, we've been conditioned to think 
that "true" photographers know exactly what the end result will look 
like.

And many photographers become frustrated when they can not see the 
�nal image in their mind's eye. Their expectation isn't coming to fruition 
in the darkroom, so this starts the downward spiral of disappointment…

“I have Lightroom and Photoshop at my fingertips...my images 
should be a lot better!”

“I’ve watched dozens of YouTube tutorials and bought count-
less presets. I should know how to do this!”

We start to doubt our creative abilities because of this disconnect be-
tween what we EXPECT to happen (goal-oriented), and what our images 
actually look like...which gradually syphons the joy out of our photogra-
phy. 

Now, I do see why it makes sense to visualize a �nish line. It gives us 
something to work towards, and satis�es our desire for forward momen-
tum.

You have the starting point, the destination, and now all you have to do 

is �ll in the blanks in order to get the image there. 

However, for most of us, it's exceptionally di�cult to envision what the 
�nal image will look like without a LOT of experience in the darkroom. In 
fact, previsualization can actually build walls around your creativity and 
be counterproductive to advancing your craft.

Goals and rules have the unfortunate 
tendency to put blinders on you...so 
you're less inclined to experiment and 
make new darkroom discoveries in fear 
of deviating from the previsualized end 
goal.

In other words, previsualization is often 
abrasive to creative expression because 
it can misguide you...where you may pass detours that would have led 
to an amazing discovery.   

And when these walls go up, this subconscious narrowing makes you 
feel overwhelmed, burnt out, or stuck in a creative rut...and you have no 
idea why!

I've worked with many photographers who know Lightroom and Photo-
shop inside and out, but they STILL freeze up because they have no idea 
what the �rst step should be in their processing.

"Am I making the RIGHT step to bring this image closer to my 
creative goals?"

That can be a paralyzing question.

So instead of focusing on the end-goal, you should concentrate your 
e�orts on the actual PROCESS....the free-�owing creativity within those 
protective bumpers we talked about earlier.

You're probably not going to come out of the darkroom with the image 
you had in mind - and that's okay.

Because when you start to think about the process instead of being 
�xated on a goal, it melts away those creative barriers we discussed 
earlier...which can give you feelings of self-doubt and technical over-
whelm. 

Instead, you begin rebuilding that con�dence you had when you �rst 
picked up the camera...but at a higher, more re�ned level.

As your con�dence builds and your creativity strengthens, your techni-
cal skills will naturally skyrocket since you now know EXACTLY what 
techniques to concentrate on.

You’re strengthening your creative vision AND improving your 
ability to express that vision TOGETHER.

And when your work�ow is in sync with the natural ebbs and �ows of 
your creativity, the results are amazing.

The fastest, most e�ective path to TRUE creativity in the darkroom that 
is both fun and ful�lling...is to explore your imagination. Unre�ned and 
un�ltered experimentation, like how a child plays with paints...but with 
those creative bumpers in place.

Try out as many ideas as possible without constraint, completely open-
ing the �ood gates to your creativity....and then cherry-pick your favor-
ites.

Then, and only then, can you refine and polish those discoveries by 
using your technical skills...which is something that CAN be learned.

So many photographers who come into the program have silenced their 
creativity and replaced it with tactics, rules, techniques, and opinions...

Which leads them to become �xated on a particular end-result, a GOAL 
to strive for.

"I want to create *this* image".

"I want my photos to look more like *this* photographer".

"I want a processing formula that I can package up and repeat."

And when you have a goal-oriented mindset, your work�ow becomes 
linear, with a distinct start and end-point.  This forces your image 
through an assembly-line structure, which is counterintuitive to the 
creative process.

When you are trying to express your vision in the darkroom, you may 
revisit the same tools multiple times...which is perfectly �ne. Actually, it's 
encouraged.

Much like how painters will gently "build up" their canvas by making 
several passes to add texture and detail...the same concept applies here 
in the darkroom.

When you have a process-oriented mindset, your only focus is to create 
the atmosphere you want to express...and that may require several 
"rounds" of manipulating light, shadow, and color.

I see some photographers who will not revisit a tool again once they've 
worked with it (for example, the tonal sliders) because they've mentally 
checked o� that step in the assembly line.

If you're optimizing for speed, this makes sense. But when you're creat-
ing art, it's an awful habit to have.

When your work�ow is process-oriented and free from these abstract 
constraints, your creative work�ow is now uninterrupted...allowing you 
to move in and out of any tool or technique based on what inspires you 
at that moment.

Perhaps you want to go back and fine-tune your tones, which may 
have shifted a bit when you adjusted your colors...

Or maybe you want to lead the eye through your frame in a different 
way, so you go back and revisit your dodging and burning.

When you make this mental shift, you'll start to love the creative process 
of exploring and experimenting in the darkroom...and this will give you 
con�dence that the �nal image (as well as the path to get there) will 
reveal itself organically.

I know its a bit corny to say, but the adage rings true: "It's not 
the destination...it's the journey.”

And that is especially true for the darkroom, and is the KEY to immense 
joy and satisfaction with your art. 

Your "style" is �uid, and will continue to change and evolve organical-
ly...which is why it's so important to have a process-oriented approach.

Because if you're goal-oriented, then you will never be truly satis�ed 
with your photography.

So that is the core concept, or thesis, that The Darkroom for Land-
scapes program is built around.

Yes, I teach the technical and tactical, very thoroughly...but all of the 
lessons, exercises, and assignments revolve around breaking through 
these creative barriers that hold you back.

You will learn how to quiet distractions and clearly LISTEN to the con-
tent of your image, and let that be the compass that guides your work-
�ow.

Because you can not qualify a new processing skill or technique until 
you know what it is you want to express...at least not without wasting a 
lot of time.

Let’s look at it this way...

Your raw photographs taken in the �eld are wholly unique because they 
are based on how YOU interpreted that scene.

Sure, someone could stand right next to you...and with the same gear 
and settings, they can capture an identical frame. However, no one else 

can replicate what YOU saw at that moment. 

They can not recreate the experience YOU had.

So why wouldn’t your darkroom work�ow, which is a limitless play-
ground of creativity, be any di�erent? 

This concept is what I �rst work on with my students. 

We identify and remove these creative barriers...and make a shift 
towards the development of a powerful, streamlined, and CUSTOM 
darkroom work�ow that will consistently give you extraordinary photo-
graphs.

The best part is that this is incredibly simple to achieve! It just appears 
to be di�cult because most photographers aren't even aware of these 
creative barriers in their way, so they can’t maneuver around something 
they can’t recognize.

It’s like driving with one foot on the brake, and wondering why it’s so 
di�cult to move forward...you need someone to tell you to take your 
foot o� the brake!

And once those roadblocks are cleared, your creative �oodgates will 
open and your photography will skyrocket.

It was outstanding for me to see how much enjoyment and satisfaction 
this “epiphany” brought to my students, and for them to �nally create 
the images they've always dreamed of.

This became the catalyst for me to �nally build The Darkroom for Land-

scapes:

     THE DARKROOM FOR LANDSCAPES

This is my premium training program for creating extraordinary, ful�ll-
ing landscape photographs with total con�dence in Lightroom and 
Photoshop. 

The process is simple:

First, we’ll identify and remove any creative barriers that are blocking 
your ability to create (usually, this is a simple change in mindset)...

And then once your creativity is free to �ourish, you will use that to fuel 
your processing and master every technique in the darkroom that will 
transform your raw �le into the �nal image.

The result? 

Photographs that explode with depth, intrigue, and quality. But most 

importantly, they are now immensely ful�lling, and an absolute JOY to 
create.

As you’ve probably �gured out already, I don't believe in teaching 
"hacks" and tricks that simply make your image "pop" more.

They can be fun and interesting for a while, but rarely do they advance 
your photography in a meaningful way.

This program includes simple-to-follow (yet incredibly comprehensive) 
walkthrough video lessons of every tool that you should be using in the 
digital darkroom...and only the ones that matter.

Because you don't need to learn every single thing about Lightroom 
and Photoshop to achieve your creative goal, nor do you need 15 panels 
and 5,000 presets.

That's massively overwhelming. And will actually inhibit your craft, not 
enhance it.

With thoughtful exercises and creative assignments, you'll learn how to 
trust your instincts and use that as your guide to developing your own 
processing techniques...which makes the darkroom an exciting place of 
creativity.

Having an experienced, dedicated mentor guiding you can make all the 
di�erence in how soon you master any new skill…but it is especially 

important for photography, where the answers to YOUR unique ques-
tions are not cut and dry.

Like Reg here, who needed help deciding whether or not DNG format 
was a good �t for HIS unique work�ow (not mine, or someone else’s).

This is why I've added unlimited, one-on-one support to the program.

Because when it comes to photography, there are too many personal 
variables at play...and a quick Google search can’t possibly take those 
into consideration.

If you’re interested in learning more, you can click here to read 
the full details. 

Enrollment only opens up a few times a year, so chances are it’s current-

ly closed...or perhaps you’re not sure if you should join right now. 

Don’t worry. It’s a big time commitment, so most aren’t ready yet.

In the meantime, you can explore my additional resources below: 

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

     SUMMARIZING THE CREATIVE PROCESS

There are mental "barriers" to creativity that routinely make 
the darkroom a challenging space.

These are harder to overcome than technical barriers because they 
often can not be identi�ed, and have been ingrained into our hab-
its...but once you become aware of them, you can make intentional 
e�orts to rewire your thought process and perspective.

The biggest mental barrier to overcome is self-doubt in your creative 
abilities. Once you put your trust in the creative process, you'll gain the 
con�dence to move forward...and all other barriers will dissolve.

Your authentic inspiration and imagination are the most 
important components of your photograph.

Your creative voice is the foundation of everything you do in the dark-
room...so you should concentrate your e�orts on strengthening the 
connection you have to your images. Otherwise, your craft will be 
empty and unful�lling.

And once you have a creative connection, it will act as your "compass" 
that guides your work�ow...and the techniques become so much easier 
to understand.

Your processing workflow should have some structure to 
retain forward momentum, but should not be too restrictive.

I call these "creative bumpers" that gently push your image forward, but 
grants you the freedom to explore and experiment...because investigat-
ing new processes is where your biggest breakthroughs will come from.

To start...you should organize your work�ow by following the IMA 
method, which separates your processing into three distinct stages: 
Identify, Minimize, and Amplify.

First, you identify a creative direction for the image (which is the most 
important step). Next, you minimize distractions while amplifying the 
qualities that are aligned with your creative vision.

This also neatly separates your editing from your processing...which 
requires two very di�erent mindsets.

Don't become a "jack of all trades, and master of none" in 
the darkroom.

Learning every single tool and technique will NOT move your craft for-
ward, and will actually confuse you. Instead, let your creative compass 
guide you towards a handful of techniques that will let you express your 
vision...and learn them intimately.

Remember: the "why" is more important than the "how". Once you un-
derstand the real-world use behind a tool or technique, you can quickly 
qualify it BEFORE spending hours trying to learn and adapt it to your 
image.

Confidence is essential. 

When you’re con�dent in your creative abilities, and turn your failures 
into motivation, the more satis�ed you will be with your photogra-
phy...and these results will snowball.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to get into the right frame of 
mind to create a photograph. 

There will be days when it seems like all the elements are working 
against you. When this happens, I �nd it most successful to focus on 
removing roadblocks - stresses and obstacles that prevent me from 
enjoying the process.

 Removing the pressures one by one will carve out a clearer path to 
create a photograph. This will typically lead to an image that is vastly 
di�erent than the one you had in mind...which can actually be better! 

The quality of your experience is more creatively satisfying 
than the quality of your photographs. 

Technical mastery means nothing to an artist if your photographs aren’t 
clearly and su�ciently expressing the story you wish to tell. 

Creating a photograph is about following the natural ebbs and lows of 
your creative journey and how your work evolves over time - the joy of 
the experience! Don’t be in a rush to “get the shot”, and don’t be disap-
pointed if you come away with no photographs. Images are simply sou-
venirs of the experience itself.

Feedback and criticism should be taken with a very fine 
grain of salt. 

I’ve seen photographers spend years fumbling around with no creative 
direction whatsoever, simply following what they are “supposed” to be 
doing. 

And some of them are massively successful from an outsider's perspec-
tive.….but are still terribly unful�lled because they are not leaning into 
who they actually are as an artist. 

They allow others to hijack their creative compass and point them in a 
direction that is not congruent to what they want to express, and this is 
so abrasive to their craft. This will build barriers around your creativity 
and discourage authentic exploration.

The level of success you achieve as an artist will depend largely on how 
aligned your photography is with your unique creative vision. When you 
create what you WANT to express by telling the story YOU wish to tell, 

that will always be exponentially more ful�lling than any kind of 
acknowledgement from external sources. 

This is, by far, the key to long term enjoyment with your craft.

I hope you have found this resource to be helpful and has given you 
some ideas to think about with your own work�ow in the digital dark-
room. 

Thanks for reading, and feel free to write me any time at:
 chris@creativeraw.com.

Best, Chris

COPYRIGHT Christopher O’Donnell | chris@creativeraw.com

     ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Sign up to the waitlist to the Darkroom for Landscapes: 

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

 Enroll in my free Foundations course:

https://creativeraw.com/course/
 
Browse through my free written tutorials:

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/

Look at my individual premium courses:

https://creativeraw.com/cr-courses/

Join the creativeRAW Facebook Group:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/creativeraw

It's the notion that you have to learn every single tool of Lightroom and 
Photoshop....and not just learn them, but MASTER them.

It's like standing at the base of a mountain...with no guide or gear to 
help you reach the summit.

Just thinking about that is an overwhelming thought.

Now, many educators out there try to present the darkroom as this mas-
sive obstacle you have to overcome...and the only way to tackle this 
challenge is by spending countless hours toiling over each and every 
tool.

It’s exhausting...

But I see why this can make sense.

Traditional education teaches us that the best way to learn something 
new is to maximize your knowledge on the subject. And for most situa-
tions, this is the best approach.

So it would seem that by spending months and months turning Light-
room and Photoshop inside out, you can become a walking encyclope-
dia of the darkroom....fully equipped to handle any challenge that 
comes up.  

It can be a painstaking process, but well worth it in the end.

"Put the practice in".
"Sit down and do the work".

processing.

You've learned a new tactic that you can add to your processing 
toolbelt, which is great for building con�dence...but it's usually an 
empty win.

Many of these new skills are simply overcomplicating your work�ow 
because they don't match how YOU best process an image.

In other words, they're based on how someone else creates the images 
THEY want...which, more than likely, is vastly di�erent from what YOU 
want.

And this disconnect is subconsciously abrasive to enhancing your craft 
because you haven’t asked yourself the most essential question to 
processing any photograph…

“Why?”

Or, more speci�cally, “What have I identi�ed as my creative thesis for this 
photograph?”

This is why we eventually have trouble �tting that shiny new tactic or 
tool into our work�ow...and into the closet it goes, never to be used 
again.

Either that, or we freeze with overwhelm once we hit the darkroom 
because we have no idea which tool or technique to use.

We don't understand the "WHY" behind it all...speci�cally, whether or 
not it's congruent to our creative intent for an image.

https://www.facebook.com/groups/creativeraw

https://creativeraw.com/course/

https://creativeraw.com/membership/

https://creativeraw.com/tutorials/


