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Sensibility, Series and Signature 
Notes from Cheryl Hassen’s Presentation, March 8, 2016 

 

Ansel Adams said in 1927, “I have suddenly come upon a new style which I believe will place my work 

equal to anything of its kind.” We know about his low aperture, long exposure, use of specific light 

technique — a strong technical photographer of a straight photography approach — but did we know 

that to achieve higher quality he visualized each image before taking it? Not only with his eyes or 

through the camera, but, and I quote, “I have been able to realize a desired image, not the way the 

subject appeared in reality but how it felt to me and how it must appear in the finished print.” In short, 

he sensed when it felt right, and from this, he developed a style that became his signature. 

 

“A body of work is a collection of an artist’s work that demonstrates an overall signature style.”  — Light 

Space & Time. It is a collection that looks like you, that is consistent and memorable and distinguishes 

you from other photographers. Most of the winning photographers show a consistent style and an 

overall mastery of the genre. It is generally held that curators want to see consistency over variation. 

Curators want to see mastery. They want to hear your voice, see your voice. 

 

But it cannot be about curators, book publishers, sponsors and client, before it is about you —about 

finding your style, the thing that sets you apart from anyone else. This is more important now than ever 

before and we have more tools at our disposal, if we choose to use them, than we ever had before. The 

possibilities to bring your vision and imagination together in photography are endless. 

 

John Paul Caponigro put together an extensive series in the style of these few shots for his book “Sacred 

World, A Celebration”. The water is the constant. And of course, the theme is obvious. John Paul’s 

overall mission for his photography is to show his perception of nature and the nature of perception. 

That’s the base that he operates from.  

 

     
 

And this is what he says… “One image is a discovery; a body of work develops that discovery. One image 

presents an idea; a body of work presents a way of seeing. Bodies of work also declare your voice. 

Completing bodies of work bring mastery.”  So what is this way of seeing? 
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“The power of the eye of the heart, which produces insight, is vastly superior to the power of thought, 

which produces opinions.” –The great British economic theorist and philosopher, E. F. Schumacher. It’s 

not just opinions that your thoughts produce, it’s also critical judgement and doubt. When we learn to 

experience the eye of our heart, we gain insight. Insight gives us a deeper perspective, but to do this we 

have to invest a part of ourself.  Seven centuries earlier, Persian poet and philosopher, Rumi extolled 

“The eye of the heart is seventy-fold more seeing than the ‘sensible eyes’ of the intellect.” So I would say 

“off with our heads.” Get rid of the filters of the head. Learn to trust your heart. Engage. 

 

I had a profound experience in a temple at an ancient site in Mexico. I was there with a Mayan Master 

Teacher and while he was saying a meditation inside the temple, I was decapitated. It was symbolically 

‘off with my head’ and I began thinking with my heart, knowing with my heart. There was no filter of ego 

or history or imposed pressure of right or wrong. It was just me from the inside and the truth is I felt 

that I knew so much more. Rumi also said, “Somewhere between right and wrong, there is a field. I will 

meet you there.” Sounds like a good place to be. 

 

Some might consider “the eye of the heart” as intuition or an intuitive process, like Steve Mulligan does. 

To him… “The intuitive process, by definition, is hard to quantify, but is incredibly important to the 

creative process, especially in photography. In photographic terms, emotional content is difficult if not 

impossible to achieve, if there is no intuitive response to the initial scene.”  So this is another key to your 

heart: intuitive response to the initial scene. How do you know that you are passionate about 

something? By your response, your gut, your excitement, adrenaline, feeling alive. By how it defies 

reason, goes beyond thought. You know how you are on a field trip and you get there and your mind is 

busy looking for shots and then you start shooting and you move to taking photos of things that drew 

you to them. You stop following anyone else. You start to move out of your head. It’s also how we begin 

to develop a sensibility. 

 

Sensibility is the ability to appreciate and respond to complex emotional or aesthetic influences. It’s our 

responsiveness – our sense of perception through which we gather knowledge about a scene, a subject, 

an object. Back to Ansel Adams, and I quote “His legacy includes helping to elevate photography to an 

art comparable with painting and music, and equally capable of expressing complex emotion and 

beauty.” So how do we get emotion in our photography? 

 

Photographer Roger Hicks said this... “I know one photographer whose will is boundless, but he is blown 

by the wind. One month he wants to be Martin Parr (color street photography). Another month, he 

wants to be Ansel Adams (large black and white landscapes). Yet another, Ernst Haas (colour semi-

abstracts). He has no real strengths because he has never allowed himself to be himself.”  

 

It’s fine to study, and we are inevitably influenced. In the end though, who are you, really? Where is 

your work coming from? What is your initial response to a scene? Sometimes what really interests us, 

declares itself for just a second. You have to pay attention and listen to your heart very carefully for it 

talks in a whisper. I draw your attention back to what I said earlier about Ansel Adams. You can be a 
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highly technical photographer and that’s terrific, but to rise above even this, you have to perceive and 

feel to increase the quality of your shots. You have to give something of yourself. 

 

“Reversed Bench” by Roger Hicks (at right) 

“There is a definite surrealist tendency in my 

photography.” Why is the bench facing that way? 

What do you naturally migrate toward? What is 

your tendency? Can you finish the sentence,”My 

tendency is toward….” And how can you make it a 

strength, if you haven’t already? 

 

“That was the first pot that I created that only I 

could have made.…”  This is statement from a 

successful black man who grew up in poverty, surrounded by violence and who learned about passion 

through pottery. After making pots for a number of years, he experienced and recognized that he had 

made a pot that only he could have made. What a cool feeling, to realize that you took a photo that only 

you could have made. And here I am highlighting the difference between “I took that or made that” and 

“Only I could have taken that.” 

 

“There was nothing random or arbitrary about it. It was a tangible expression of unspoken convictions I 

had about grace, form, beauty. I discovered it by discovering what was alive in me.” –Bill Strickland, 

author, potter. I love this, that it’s not random. Your unique style is not random. It is consistent because 

it comes from you and your emotional entanglement with the subject. It is by nature, a different 

combination than anyone else could have, when you apply it. 

 

“The difference between amateurs and pros is that amateurs take single unrelated pictures and think of 

themselves as photographers, while pros take a series of related pictures and think of themselves as 

storytellers.” I am sure that you have heard this many times before. One of my inspirations comes from 

film. Before I picked up a still camera, I was a producer of multiple television series and a broadcast 

executive for 15 years in Toronto. When I left television I continued with film as a documentary 

producer and director and even was cinematographer on one of them. But that whole one-man-band 

thing is highly overrated. Anyway, I learned a lot from that experience. Not just about light and getting 

the shot before the light changes, but about visualizing a story and actually getting it to materialize in 

some way close to what you imagined it could be. Even then, on one documentary, I missed the story. 

The film was good in the end but I know that I missed a story that emerged and whispered during the 

shooting in my ear and I didn’t respond to it. I will never forget that experience. It will happen when you 

are taking pictures too. 

 

One of the great storytellers is documentary film director Werner Herzog in his typical man against 

nature themes. In film we think about meaning. Every item in the shot has a purpose. Every character 

feeds the main character. Everything is designed to support the story. Everything else gets cut. We go 
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frame by frame by frame, not just once. Over and over again, visualizing and most importantly 

condensing.  

 

“It would be utter nonsense to film an entire voyage. That’s why, in cinema, we live in a condensed form 

of life, of stories, of experiences. It only functions because of condensation.” - Werner Herzog. Creating a 

tone, a feel, and a pace – yes - but telling the story in the most condensed and compact way with 

purpose to everything, helps to tell an excellent story. If the pace is slower and more drawn out, the 

purpose is still the same. Be greedy. Get the most that you can out of every shot. And consider too, that 

what you choose to leave out of the frame is as important as what you put in. Being too “on the nose” is 

leading and not great storytelling, leaving some things out, leaves room for the audience to participate.  

 

Minor White remarked, “One should photograph things not 

only for what they are but also for what else they are.” Like 

this photograph by Luis E. Gonzalez.  We had a recipe card in 

front of the avid edit in my last documentary to remind 

ourselves that while we are looking at specifics of a frame, it’s 

essential that we can never lose sight of the overall intent. The 

saying was, “Keep the whole in your head.”  

 

The famous Alfred Stieglitz said, “I have a vision of life and I  

try to find equivalents for it sometimes in the form of photography.” What is your vision? Do you have a 

story you have to tell? It can be intimate or elaborate, it’s still a story. 

 

“With single images I am basically an observer, passive to 

what is before me, no matter how perceptive or how fast my 

emotions boil, but in putting images together I become active, 

and the excitement is of another order — synthesis 

overshadows analysis." - Minor White.   

 

Minor White established the concept of visual literacy — a 

way of seeing and reading photographs based on the idea that 

pictures can be read and that meaning can be derived through 

a process of reading. It drove his style. He did many different series, including his frost on window series.  

Minor White arranged his photos in sequences, leading viewers from one picture to another, slowing 

the viewer down and forcing them to see connections and relationships between the shapes. He set the 

tone and the feel and then also controlled their pace.  

 

The poet says, “The line is given, the rest is up to me.” – Minor White. The light that is given, the rest is 

up to us. There is so much waiting for us to discover and deliver. White brought technical mastery, a 

sophisticated sense of pure form and a sensibility to the natural landscape. He honed his subtle senses, 

heightened his perception and trusted it. Curator Paul Martineau said that White was “really talking to 

himself, looking inward,” through the pictures he took.   
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“I’m always mentally photographing everything as practice.” – Minor White. He practiced. He worked 

hard. He didn’t give up. He engaged in the process. 

 

“If my own experience is to be trusted, the joy to be had [is] in finding 

original expression, in immersing oneself in the creative process, in 

seeking new means of expression and new things worthy of 

expressing and in finding one’s own personally meaningful subject.” 

 – Guy Tal, Photographer.  Here we pause on the concept of 

“meaning” and the exploration of what is personally meaningful to 

you. It could be like the famous Pepper #30, photographed by 

Edward Weston. Replace this shot. Find something wild and 

contemporary. It doesn’t matter what it is. This was Weston's 

tangible expression of unspoken convictions of grace, form, and 

beauty. What is yours? 

 

“My goal is to express myself in original work.” – Guy Tal, photographer. The goal is to express yourself 

in original work with what resonates in you. Guy Tal considers shooting anything that anyone else has 

shot, is a cover and will always remain a cover. He now has no interest in that. He seeks out locations 

that are remote, and for him, that is possible - and it is who he is. 

 

In Latin, “Genius” means “Helpful Spirit.” We all have access to that spirit. We summon it not by doing 

what seems most practical but by trusting what feels most meaningful and most real. “To see a thing in 

the seed, that is genius,” – Lao-Tau.  There are two thoughts here to consider. The notion of what is 

practical is the first and I will get to that. And to see a thing in the seed is the second. Seeing a pepper in 

the right light as a sensual body qualifies as seeing a thing in the seed. For those who post process with 

state-of-the-art tools and who imagine what a thing could be is also genius. Let’s take some inspiration 

from jazz. 

 

All true jazz artists dig down past compromise, past limitation, past all the conventional wisdom about 

what’s important or true. For them, every performance, each day is a chance to discover new depth, 

new range, new tone, new phrasing. These individuals reach, they stretch and they grow. Jazz, like 

photography, has structure and freedom. Structure provided by the camera and creative freedom of 

expression. Jazz is different than other types of music, in its degree of freedom and improvisation 

because of stuff I don’t understand, like the measures, but in the end, the improv needs to find its way 

back. So is true with photography. There are conventions that we need find on our way to an 

outstanding shot. To find true genius, we need to experiment. Fall short. Reach. Stretch and Grow.  

 

“Great jazz artists don’t strive to become virtuosos. They become virtuosos in order to hear the music 

they have in their hearts.” – Bill Strickland. Underneath all of them lies a simpler, deeper story with a 

more fundamental message: This is what I stand for, this is who I am. This is my expression of what’s 

inside of me. This is what I hear. This is what I see. This is how it fits together for me. We don’t have to 
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fix every weakness we have as individuals, as photographers, every shortcoming, every doubt. We just 

need to find what works, build on it, trust it and make it swing! 

 

Now a bit about practical versus meaningful. When I took this shot, 

(African Footstep) I had originally taken my camera with me to the 

beach to take a photo of yellow and green dory that was pulled up 

on the shore. I saw it on our walk the day before and I thought it 

was time for me to take something that might sell in Nova Scotia. I 

did take a bunch of shots of the dory, and by all accounts they were 

respectable shots of the dory;  I did not resonate with the scene. 

There was no magic in it for me. Instead I wandered the beach and 

found this little gem. I had to take what was alive in me. This was 

one of the outings that really drove that point home. I sold this shot 

in the Gallery and would suggest to you that if my dory shot had 

gone in, that it would not have sold. It did not have any of me in it and would have been surpassed by 

another shot of dory that someone actually enjoyed taking. So what’s practical? Was the dory more 

practical when this sold the day that it was hung. I found meaning in this and so did someone else. 

 

“The world reveals itself to those who travel on foot.” – Werner Herzog. That’s how I got started. I 

started walking and taking my camera. There is no substitute for getting out - going places, seeing 

things, experiencing, setting up your still life, spending countless hours finding and perfecting your style. 

These are some of my earliest photos. I think they represent ideas, and may even hint of a style. But 

then there are others, that are shots…that are discoveries for me undeveloped into anything else. 

 

       
 

All my photos are untouched like this shot taken in Cape Breton (Grade School Birds, above right). 

Regardless, I was fortunate to receive two International Photography Award Honourable Mentions. I 

think they honoured about 200 photos over a number of categories out the 22,000 entries. At that time, 

I was told two things. Get a new camera (this is what I was shooting with) and create a body of work. 

Single shots are fine but a body of work is what you’re after if you want to create a following. And I 

realized that was the bottom line. Create a following.  

 

But it’s not easy. Rest assured that… “Frustration is necessary for satisfaction” – Martha Nussbaum, 

philosopher, author, Professor of Law and Ethics. Getting to know yourself is a process. Coming from the 
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inside is hard, until you let go and surrender. (I surrendered. To a tree. The Listening Tree. Spoke out 

loud and asked for help, for a sign, for a direction. Went back and got my camera. Took a photo out of 

respect. Didn’t realize at the time that the sign would come so soon.) If everything were always simply 

given in advance of discomfort, we would never try out our own projects. 

 

I went from seeing shale like this,    to seeing shale like this. 

   
 

“No matter how you do it, rich or poor, fast or slow, you have to work at it, concentrating always on your 

strengths, trying to overcome or avoid your weaknesses, resisting at all times the temptation to go and 

do something else.” – Roger Hicks, Photographer.  So I spent a lot of time in shale pits. They are not 

glamorous places but it worked for me. I began to explore and to imagine the possibilities, things that I 

didn’t at first see with my eyes. 
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I hope that my little slices of shorelines and hillsides are able to 

contribute to a conversation that, in silence, skirts along the 

edges of the absurd and insists on the possibilities of 

meaningfulness…”  – Nathan Wirth, on his study in Silence.  

 

The sand in the hourglass flows only one way. Don’t waste 

precious time chasing someone else’s definition of success. Look 

for the things that inspire you, trouble you, make you feel most 

alive, and trust those things. “Do not awaken from your dreams. 

It’s too soon.” – Duane Michals, Photographer.   

 

 
 

Do not awaken from your dreams of how you imagine yourself expressing yourself creatively through 

your shots. You have it in you. Thank you.  

 

 

[NOTE: This document is a combination of Cheryl Hassen’s Powerpoint presentation and her talking 

notes. It focuses on the talking notes and excludes most of the visuals from the PowerPoint. This was 

done to present Cheryl’s ideas in writing, while keeping the file size smaller.] 


