
Love for the Landscape
By Doug Bennett, M Photog, Cr
From the time I was seven years old, growing up on the high plains of west Texas, I always looked forward to seeing the “Arizona Highways” magazine arrive in the mail each month. I can still remember looking through the magazine and marveling at the scenic photographs from photographers such as Josef Muench, Ray Manley, and even Barry Goldwater.
My father, who also was born and raised on the plains of west Texas, had been stationed during WWII at Davis-Monthan Field in Tucson, Arizona. While assigned there, he became enthralled with the scenic wonders of Arizona. I recall him telling me stories of how he would save his gas rations and search out useable tires in order to venture about Arizona discovering a scenic landscape he never knew existed.
After WWII, my dad settled back to the plains of Texas to start a family, but he didn’t forget the beauty he had seen. He kept that flame alive by continuing his subscription to “Arizona Highways” magazine. I loved listening to his enthusiastic stories of the landscapes he saw as we looked together through each monthly issue.
Without doubt the monthly dose of scenic images in the “Arizona Highways” magazine made a lasting impression on me as I was growing up. My Dad never threw any of these magazines away. Instead, he stored all of them in a spare closet. I can remember going in the closet and pulling out stacks of those magazines to look at the scenic pictures. Never did I dream of one day photographing the landscape myself.
What I didn’t realize at the time was that these images were making me “feel” something. I remember looking at many of the magazine images in a lingering manner, imagining what it would be like to be there such as herding sheep across the sand dunes as the Navajo did in Monument Valley as Josef Munch depicted in his photographs. I recall wondering why the Navajo would want to live in Monument Valley, as it seemed so desolate. In time, I came to understand. Image #18, “Treasured Home of the Navajo,” communicates the uniqueness and majesty of their homeland. No wonder the Navajo treasure it so much! As I visited this location and composed the image, I had feelings of respect, understanding, and happiness for the Navajo. They were one of the few Native American tribes allowed to return to their treasured home after having been forcibly relocated to a reservation at Bosque Redondo in New Mexico.
Because my father so enjoyed the scenic beauty of the western U.S., he would save money so our family could take a two-week driving vacation every year. My younger brother and I would get really bored from the long rides in the car and would beg for motels with a swimming pool. But I also remember how awesome it was visiting really beautiful locations such as Yellowstone, the Pacific coast, and the Grand Canyon along with nearby Bryce Canyon and Zion National Parks.
Among these annual vacations was a defining moment that influences my photography today. As a 13-year-old teenager, I began to get more vocal about staying at motels with a swimming
pool. One afternoon we stopped early in Cody, Wyoming. My dad skipped the motels with a swimming pool saying we didn’t have time for a swim because we were going to the Whitney Western Art Gallery. My protests escalated to no avail.
Resigned to my fate and driven by stern comments from my parents, I went into the museum with an attitude of trying to endure the experience and stay out of trouble.
Shortly after entering the museum, I saw a gigantic oil painting of a scene in the Rocky Mountains by Thomas Moran. I recall being totally stunned and in awe of its beauty and grandeur. There were similar landscape paintings there by Albert Bierstadt and Charles M. Russell which had the same profound effect on me. I was very much moved by viewing these works of art. I didn’t know why at the time, but I now know it was the use of light, shadow, color, and composition artfully applied to the subject that made a budding rebellious teenager really feel something special that day. I’ll never forget that experience. My dad certainly noticed my reaction and of course he pointed out to me the wisdom of his decision regarding my earlier demand to be swimming instead. Indeed, it was a great lesson for this new teenager. Dad was a smart guy! And with this experience, another seed had been planted. However, it would take awhile before these seeds would begin to sprout leading me to a fulfilling love of the landscape . . . and finding love.
My life’s career encompassed 28 years as an officer in the U.S. Air Force, followed by another 14 years as a contractor to the Air Force. After graduating High School, I benefitted from a very nice ROTC Cadet Scholarship and graduated from Texas Tech University with a Bachelor’s Degree in Business Administration. I loved my Air Force career as it offered travel, challenge and personal growth.
Early in my career, I was assigned to Thailand and there I bought my first SLR camera. I was amazed to learn how I could change the depth of field with different apertures! I bought my first Kodak film and Kodak mailers in the Base Exchange and got totally confused when, after shooting and sending off my exposed Kodachrome film, I got back transparencies rather than prints. I had thought Kodachrome was going to provide glossier and more colorful prints!
After marriage and two sons came along, my photography of the landscape gradually took a backseat in priorities. Instead, I oriented myself to pursuits and hobbies that involved my sons such as radio-controlled car racing.
Retiring in 2000 from the Air Force, I immediately became a contractor to the Air Force developing pricing policies for commercial rocket launches from Cape Canaveral and Vandenberg Air Force Base, California. It was during this time that I knew I would be settling down in Colorado Springs so I bought a new home. After growing some beautiful tulips, I bought a Fuji disposable camera to take some photos of the colorful blooms. This rekindled my love for photography and I soon bought a nice film SLR.
With the latent “appreciation for the landscape” seeds planted within me during my youth, I found myself drawn to venturing out to shoot the landscape as a hobby. My first trip was to the San Juan Mountains of southwestern Colorado. I could see they were stunning in their beauty. However, I quickly discovered that despite knowing the operation of my camera very well, I knew nothing about making an appealing image. I knew I had much to learn.
Barnes & Noble and camera stores made nice money from me buying photography books and magazines.
Most influential of these books was “Photographing the Landscape” by John Shaw. Although the book was dated, I learned some compositional insights and how to get depth perspective in my images. I loved the learning and would shoot like crazy on the weekends, working to apply what I was learning.
While the digital era was getting well underway around this time, I loved the look of Fuji Velvia transparencies. I continued using Velvia long after most landscape photographers were shooting digital. I took a beginning Photoshop class from former PPA member Mark Kirkland and began having choice slides scanned in order to make a few adjustments and make prints. Mark had co-founded the Pikes Peak Digital Imaging Society and encouraged me to join, which I did. This group had a print contest every month, with Mark judging and providing constructive feedback. Mark had considerable PPA print competition experience and I hung on every word he said about every image entered.  I learned tons!
I finally joined the digital era and bought my first DSLR in 2005. I was very impressed with the crisp detail and began revisiting all the places I had photographed with film. I continued to study photography books, joined a couple of photography Meet Up Groups, and continued entering monthly competitions. In 2006 I discovered Nikon Capture NX2 software and loved its color- point technology for making localized adjustments. Also in 2006, I gave my first landscape presentation at a local Meet Up Group. I discovered I really loved teaching landscape photography. I continue to do so through workshops and presentations today.
It was at this time that I began freely sharing jpegs of my images with friends and co-workers. My desire was to share imagery reflecting the beauty of where we lived in the hope that many of them would “feel” something. I realize now that I wanted to provide others the same experience I had in my youth when I viewed the images in “Arizona Highways” magazines.
One day, a man who had seen my images asked to buy a print of Pikes Peak and Garden of the Gods. I made my first sale of a sizeable print, approximately 24 x 14. I met him in a supermarket parking lot and recall being thrilled to have actually made some money selling a print. He took the print to an upscale gallery in the city for mounting, laminating, and framing. He called a few days later telling me the gallery owner, Jeanie Kemper, wanted to meet with me.
The next day, with guarded optimism, I went into Kemper Galleries and introduced myself to Jeanie Kemper. She asked if I had other prints she could see. As it was, I happened to have some matted prints in my car that were prepared for bin art at a local photography show. She looked through my images saying she didn’t want them on consignment, but instead wanted to buy larger prints outright that she would then mat and frame for her gallery. Sales began quickly and really accelerated. Within six months the gallery curtailed selling limited edition lithograph prints to dedicate more gallery space for my photography. At any point in time she had around 50 large prints hanging in her gallery. I could hardly believe my faint far-off dream of selling in a gallery had come true.
About this time I entered the Professional Photographers of Colorado annual print competition and joined the organization. That first year, I was very fortunate to win Best of Show and Best Case Score. Later that year (2011) I garnered my first Loan image. Rick Avalos was the first to
suggest to me about working towards the PPA Master Photographer degree. I have to admit that Rick’s suggestion wasn’t registering much with me as I didn’t fully understand or appreciate the value of the PPA Master Photographer Degree journey.
At the time, I was entering major photography shows up and down the I-25 corridor in Colorado. I had an entry that did extremely well, earning two Best of Shows and one 1st Place in the Landscape category. While it put $1800 in my pocket in award money, the real value came when I entered it in PPA’s International Print Competition in 2012. Why?
Because it didn’t merit!
Yes, I was surprised. I thought perhaps it just wasn’t a good day for me in the competition, so I tried the same image in IPC the next year. In hindsight, it is no surprise that it did not merit the second time. However, this time I did order a video critique. I must admit I was skeptical of the suggestions being made but I made all the changes suggested. When I made the suggested changes, I was stunned with the revised image I had on my computer screen. It was now so clearly evident to me that the earlier version was severely lacking and the new version truly had a feeling of art for me. In a third try at IPC, this image, with the changes incorporated from the video critique, was accepted into the Loan Collection. I now knew that PPA Print Competition was a new and exciting beginning for further growth and learning in expressing myself through my photography.
Needless to say, I was now sold on PPA print competition and my learning curve went on a steep upward slope. Rationalizing that at my “seasoned” age I needed to learn fast, I entered all the district competitions over the next few years getting critiques on as many different images as I could. This benefited me greatly in the gallery as the quality of my images went up and this was certainly noticed by the gallery owner. The gallery owner also followed my competition success closely. That success created a beneficial gap for me relative to the two to three photographers who approached her weekly wanting to sell their landscape images in her gallery. Without question, PPA print competition improved the art of my work, created a competitive gap, and vastly aided my commercial success.
I learned much from portrait artists as well, particularly with how lighting creates depth and dimension. I found these concepts to be very applicable to landscape photography. Even though I am not a portrait photographer, images such as #11, “Clearing Storm”, illustrate using tonal differences to bring depth and dimension to the image.
My principle philosophy is to continually strive to create scenic landscape images that make viewers “feel” something as I did from those “Arizona Highways” magazines and from what I felt that day in the Whitney Western Art Gallery. This is my higher-level goal that all other elements, such as lighting, composition and technique support.
In striving towards that goal, I fully embrace the notion that my learning can never end. For example, while shooting image #23 “Mountain Light Play”, I was noticing how the play of light and shadow created line, depth, and dimension just as portrait artists describe. As I composed and photographed this scene, I recalled how light and shadow created the mood, emotion and a sense of wonder in the landscape paintings of Thomas Moran, Albert Bierstadt, and Charles Russell that I had experienced many years before.
More recently, I have embarked on studying Dynamic Composition and the Gestalt psychology techniques as these approaches underpin the works of many master painters throughout history. Image #10, “Desolate Beauty” and image #16, “Ocean Sands”, are a result of applying these concepts along with color and light to show sand dunes in a different and more artistic way.
I have attempted to demonstrate the use of light, color, and composition in my portfolio to try to capture a viewer’s attention and hopefully lead viewers to “feel” something as they absorb a scene.
As I have progressed in my understanding and appreciation of art in landscape photography, I discovered art and beauty in other mediums. What very few people know and find surprising about me is my love for Italian opera.
Puccini is my favorite Italian opera composer. When I first listened to his opera “La Boheme,” and particularly the aria “Si, mi Chiamano Mimi” (Yes, They Call me Mimi), I have to admit I was not moved in a big way. That changed once I knew the English translation and listened again. In this aria, Mimi has just met Rudolfo and she is telling him about herself. She begins this aria singing softly that she lives a simple life embroidering lilies and roses, and that she loves all things that speak of love, dreams, and poetry.
Then, with a shift in tempo signaling a gradual shift in Mimi’s emotion and what she wants to share about herself, she begins a beautiful melody as she describes looking out the window in her loft into the sky and down on rooftops below. As the depth of her sharing and emotion begins to intensify, Mimi’s voice and the music soars into what I consider to be one of most beautiful crescendos I have ever heard. She passionately sings that when the spring thaw comes with April’s first kiss of sunlight, the first morning rays of sunshine into her room are hers!
When I was in my late thirties, I listened through headphones while lying in bed to a 1960 recording of Renata Tebaldi, singing the role of Mimi in this aria. As Tebaldi sang this impassioned part of the aria, tears streamed down my cheeks! The beautiful and passionate expression of Tebaldi’s voice and Puccini’s music moved me in a way no other piece of music ever has. As those tears streamed down my cheeks, I recall thinking how wonderful it was to be alive to experience such beauty as this! Now, whenever I go out to photograph morning sunrises, I can’t help but think of Mimi’s deep passion for the first rays of morning sunshine. It is totally inspiring.
Over time, I also came to a deeper understanding of what Mimi was expressing in this aria. While she didn’t have love in her life, she had great passion and capacity for love. Even more than the beauty of the music, that message captured my own true feelings, particularly whenever I would go shooting alone.
Many years after experiencing how Puccini could stir deep emotions within me, I discovered how one overwhelming emotion affected me while shooting the landscape. I discovered I oftentimes created images that reflected what I was already feeling deep inside. I did not have love in my life at the time and I felt very alone and many of my images reflected a lonely mood.
Little did I know that four years later, this pursuit of the landscape would bring something else; and that was love.
While shooting wildflowers in the high mountains of Colorado, I stopped at a particular spot where I knew just over a small hill was a reliably great spot for wildflowers. As I walked that way, over the hill came a lady, a lady who I came to know shared the same passion for the landscape as myself. Her name was Laura. Over time, love blossomed in a beautiful way that totally eclipsed the flower blooms I photographed that day.
When it came time for a proposal of marriage to her, I chose a scenic location in Colorado called the Maroon Bells. This scene in image #13 “Soul Mates”, was the backdrop I wanted Laura to see as I made my proposal. With a wavering and quivering voice choked with love and emotion, I asked her to look over my shoulder and notice that each of the two mountain peaks, the “Bells”, stood side-by-side together, and that they were more by being a pair together than either peak would be just by themselves. I then asked her to notice that at the base, the peaks were joined together. I spoke to how a marriage for us would be the same; joined as one but with each of us retaining our separate identities side-by-side. Her tears of joy topped any Puccini aria or grand landscape I had ever experienced!
My lifetime journey has brought me love for the landscape and has now brought me love in my personal life as well.  I now love the landscape all the more for it.
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Respectfully Submitted,
Resume:
Dabbling with photography back in the ‘70s, Doug didn’t really begin to pursue photography until 2002 when he bought a disposable film camera to photograph his tulips. With a rekindling of his passion for photography, he began a pursuit to learn how to capture images of the landscape.
His love for landscape photography traces back to his childhood and family sightseeing vacations touring the western U.S. and Canada by car. These early experiences were further fueled by his father’s magazine subscription to “Arizona Highways” which always left him in awe with its beautiful scenic images, particularly those of Josef and David Muench.
In his landscape photography, Doug learned that nature often makes her own expression and statement in ways that are unique to the scene and the moment. In many cases, this takes the form of unique lighting when nature is putting on her best show. From there, Doug works the image to put his own vision and expression into the scene with a goal of portraying his own emotional response to nature’s show.
Education:
· MBA, Marymount University, 1985

· BBA, Texas Tech University, 1972

· Graduate of Air Force Squadron Officer School, Air Command and Staff College, and Air War College

· Texas School of Professional Photography, Kansas Professional Photography School, various years between 2012-present.

Awards/Accomplishments:
· PPA 1st Place Grand Imaging Awards Landscape Category in 2017
· PPA 2nd Place Grand Imaging Awards Landscape Category in 2015
· PPA Imaging Excellence Award – 2016 and 2020
· PPA “Diamond Photographer of the Year” – 2014, 2015, 2017, 2018, 2020
· PPA “Platinum Photographer of the Year” – 2013
· PPA “Gold Photographer of the Year” - 2019
· PPA Southwest District 1st Place Landscape/Nature - 2015
· Professional Photographers of Colorado “Photographer of the Year” for 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2016, 2018
· Professional Photographers of Colorado Annual Print Competition “Best of Show” 2011, 2012 & 2016
· “Best of Show” at the Louisville Art Association National Juried Photography Show in 2011 & 2012
· “Best of Show” and “1st Place” at the Lone Tree Photography Show, Lone Tree, CO in 2010 & 1st Place in 2012
· “Best of Show” at the Tri-Lakes Art Center’s “Visions of Light” Photography Show, Palmer Lake, Co, in 2010 & 2012
· 64 Exhibition Merits of which 58 merits come from Loan images as of the conclusion of the 2020 PPA IPC

