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G 
rowing up in California's 
Central Valley, photog
rapher Stephen Johnson 
was first exposed to the 
beauty and grandeur of 

America's national parks during fam
ily outings to Yosemite. On Sunday 
afternoon picnics, he saw his first 
wild deer, his first bear and his first 
views of the majestic granite cliffs 
and faces that years later would 
become favored subjects for his lens. 

''The American national park sys
tem is, in many ways, a symbol of 
our preservation of the land," says 
Johnson. "Since I grew up so near 
Yosemite, it became a park that per
sonified natural wonderland." 

The national parks and landscape 
photography are inextricably inter
twined, according to Johnson. For 
example, it was the Yosemite pho
tographs of Carleton Watkins, seen by 
President Lincoln, that helped spur the 
passage of the Yosemite Act in 1864. 

Until recently, however, that rela
ti onship was centered around silver -
based film. Johnson is a devotee of 
digital capture, so it seemed like "the 
most natural thing in the world" for 
him to do a digital photography pro
ject on the national parks. The name 
for the project came to him instantly: 
"With A New Eye." 

First, he had a big challenge to 
overcome-wrestling with the ghosts 
of landscape photographers past. How 
do you see "with a new eye" when 
the shade of Ansel Adams is hover
ing over your shoulder in Yosemite 
Meadow? The national parks have 
been photographed by every impor
tant nature photographer, and a real 
legacy of work already exists. 

"First, you try not to repeat some
body else's work," says Johnson. 
"You can't help but be aware of it, 
and at the same time, you're trying 
to take in the place on your own 
terms. I go to these places to try and 
see the wonder and vast space that 
I take in with my eyes, and try to 
find simple scenes that really do have 
an intrinsic beauty, that speak to 
where my heart feels comfortable, 
and let it ride on that." 

Johnson says he makes stronger 
photographs when he disregards what 
ht: Uri11ks ht:'s suµµ ust:<.l lu µhulu
graph and concentrates on what he 's 
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actually seeing. There are so many iconic images of each 
park, which everyone wants to take, that it almost seems like 
you have to take them. That, of course, often leads to simply 
repeating another's vision and not looking with your own 
eyes. What Johnson actually sees in these locations and the 
"conventional wisdom" of what a photographer is supposed 
to see in these locations can be two entirely different things. 

So one of Johnson's basic goals naturally related to his own 
sense of beauty and the kinds of subjects he wanted to pho
tograph, new views that would hopefully excite other people 
about the parks in different ways. Another goal was to wipe 
clean the romantic patina that has overlaid the public's vision 
of our national parks for more than 100 years, a vision molded 
in part by painters such as Albert Bierstadt and photographers 
influenced by him. Bierstadt and his compatriots painted dra
matic visions of the West with swirling clouds and bold sun
set colors that would have made a Vel via shooter proud. 

"I ended up being far less interested in the traditional 
romantic, early-morning light and late-afternoon light, and 
became far more interested in a direct look at what these parks 
are in a more straightforward light," says Johnson. "I began 
to think there was something quite compelling about seeing 
the parks in a direct way." 

In part, he feels the colorful, edge-of-day approach was dic
tated by slide film, including its limited tonal range, which made 
other times of the day look very harsh. "In a way, we've taken 
the limitations of silver-based film and made them into stylis
tic attributes of a photo, including heavy saturation, distorted 
color, less tonal range, grain or black-and-white," he says. 

Johnson's digital camera has a high dynamic range-nine 
to 11 stops versus film's five to seven-and accurate color 
rendition, which allows him to continue down a path he had 
been on since the late '70s with film, "of trying to be per
fectly straight with the color and finding the romance and 
beauty in what was there, rather than in warm light." 

Recording landscapes in a straightforward manner with his 
digital camera produces "a great beauty and eloquence, beyond 
what I've known in photography up to this point," he says. 
"I think we've come to know the world through a souped-up 
photographic reality, and we often get disappointed when we 
see the real world that isn't that. There's something inher
ently tragic in that disparity." 

The use of high-saturation, daylight-balanced films like Vel via 
at sunrise or sunset can distort reality. The public is used to see
ing photos that exaggerate the golden light because of this, even 
though the films aren't rendering the light the way our eyes 
actually see it. Our eyes adapt to the warmer light of the set
ting sun, for example, and see more natural colors than high
saturation daylight films. This is one reason why scientists, as 
a group, don't use Velvia for "accurate" photos of the world. 

Adds Johnson, "I believe we have an ethical duty to only 
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PARKS 
show people what was in front of the camera, or if we change 
it somehow, to let the viewer know they're looking at an 
altered version of that reality." 

Johnson became involved with digital capture after working 
on several major film-based projects, including exhibits and 
books on Mono Lake (At Mono La.ke) and California's Central 
Valley (The Great Central, VaJ,Jey: Cal,ifornia's Heartland). The 
Central Valley projec~ done with fellow photographer Robert 
Dawson, marked Johnson's first foray into the digital realm. 

Several months after the publication of The Great Central 
Valley in July, 1993, Johnson was approached by Michael Col
lette, an inventor and designer, who had just made a prototype 
of a high-resolution digital camera by inserting the technology 
of a desktop scanner into a traditional 4x5 view camera film 
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look down more. The more obvious views 
ae up and wide. Look down to find more 

ntimate scenes. 
Simplfy. Distill the scene d::>wn to its most 
assen tial elements. 
Watch the histogram. Make sure you haven't 
blown out highlights, but still give the 

hotograph as much exposure as possible br 
the rendition you have in mind. 

~ The subject is light. You're not photographing 
objects, you're photographing light. Keep 

looking and remembering that light is your only 
subject matter. 

Be willing to walk. The view from the car and 
parking lot might be great, but more unique 

views are likely to be found a bit more off the 
beaten track. 

Shoot RAW files. Shoot RAW files if your 
• camera allows for it, and at the lowest ISO 

possible. RAW files will preserve most of what the 
sensor can see, and the lower ISO will prevent 
the introduction of unnecessary noise. 

Use a tripod. Put your camera on a tripod 
whenever possible. It will stea::ly your camera, 

and allow you the leisure to study the scene in the 
viewfinder and make it as strong as possible. 

• Extend the range. If the brightness range of 
• the scene is beyond what the camera can 
handle, shoot an underexposure and overexposure 
from the metered shot and then combine them in 
Photoshop afterward. 
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holder. (Originally licensed to Dicomed, the scanning insert is 
now manufactured by Collette's company, Better Light) 

Instead of scanning film, Johnson says, the contraption 
scanned the light coming through a view camera lens. In Jan
uary 1994, Johnson and Collette put the new and improved 
camera to the test 

The duo visited '~"ery cliched tourist spot" they could 
think of in San Francisco, shooting 4x5 film and making dig
ital images of the same scenes. 'What I saw at the end of that 
day completely amazed me," Johnson says. 'The digital files 
were color-accurate with open shadows, luminous and detailed 
beyond anything the film could begin to approach. What I 
saw that day was, in my own mind, the death of film as a 
photographic medium." 

With financial support from Adobe, Johnson and assistant 
Darin Steinberg hit the road in August 1994 and started mak
XX Ou1doo1 Photographer 

ing photographs. Johnson estimates he visited 40 to 50 national 
parks in the next eight years. He wanted the whole geographic 
range of the pams, so he '\vent to Maine and Florida, Califor
nia and Washington, Alaska and Hawaii." He also traveled to 
places with which hewasn't familiar, such as Big Bend National 
Park, Texas, and the Great Smoky Mountains of Tennessee. 

Projectsponsois, in addition to Adobe, include Apple Com
puter, Better Light, Day Star (1996-98), Dicomed (1996-98), 
the Digital Fbnd, FV\TB, Iris Graphics, NEC-Mitsubishi, Newer 
Technology, Radius (1996-98), Ricoh and Sinar Bron. 

When it came time to shoot, Johnson, like most of his 
landscape photography colleagues, was up at dawn and pho
tographing until the light completely faded. Unlike other pho
to grapheis, however, he still had hours of computer work 
ahead, off-loading images from the camera's attached hard 
drive and backing them. The camera's 66-second exposure 
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