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Abstract Art

In a nut shell, abstract art is about stripping away. You 
remove parameters of context so you are free to create 
the meaning you wish.



Defining Abstraction

The roots of abstract photography
are in paintings.

In 1902 Marcel Duchamp painted
“Landscape at Blainville”



Jules Etienne Marey,

1890

Chronophotograph



Ten years later (1911) he painted:

A Nude Descending a Staircase No. 2,



Piet Mondrian 

1912 

Grey Trees

1914 

Composition No. 6



Piet Mondrian 1929 

Composition No 11,

Composition with Blue and Red



In Canada abstract painting
started in the 1920s with
Kathleen Munn and Bertram
Brooker.

It became main stream in
the 1930s with the Group of
Seven and Emily Carr.

Lawren Harris 1930

Mount Lefroy



Emily Carr

1942

Cedar Sanctuary



Jean-Paul Riopelle

1947

Hochelaga



Marie Lannoo

2005

Evening Shadow Blue #1



Ursula Johnson

2016 

(re)al-location



Abstract Photography

• Abstract photography sometimes called nonobjective,
experimental, conceptual or concrete photography, is a
means of depicting a visual image that does not have an
immediate association with the object world and that has
been created through the use of photographic equipment,
process and materials.

• This definition comes directly from painting. You can replace
the word “photography” with the word “art”.

• In art there is said to be an “Abstract – Representational
Continuum”

• This definition is inadequate because there is more to
abstraction. But it is the closest definition we have for the
continuum that is abstract art.



Composition
With Abstract Photography composition is critical. That is because there
may be no concrete object to get the viewers attention.

My first encounter with composition was in 1994 in Freeman Patterson’s
book, Photographing the World Around You.

“The first thing to be aware of is that there are, or should be, no rules of
composition, just principles and guidelines, for good picture organization. By
relying on your imagination and common sense as you evaluate, adapt,
and use these guidelines, you will respect and honour the unique character
of your subject matter, whatever it may be, and the unique character of
your response to it.”

Freeman breaks composition down into two parts:

Elements (the building blocks)

Principles (the structure)



Over the years I have expanded on Freemans’ five elements and four principles.

What is also good about this approach is that it fits well will the Gestalt Laws and
Principles of Perception.

Here are the elements and principles I have tacked to my note board and that I
carry with me everywhere:

Elements Principles
Light Dominance

Value Balance

Colour Proportion

Line Rhythm

Shape Repetition

Texture Harmony

Perspective

Motion



So how do we use these tools?

Image Visualization is the anticipation of the final result,
before the photograph is taken. The photographer
recognizes a subject that creates an emotional response
and wants to capture that. The photographer then uses:
camera placement, compositional principles, choice of
lens, choice of depth of field, and image value to create
the desired result.



Basic Photographic Techniques

There are two ways to approach getting your image:

• You have an idea in your head and you go look for it. Jeff Wall, the famous
Canadian Contemporary Art Photographer, primarily uses this approach. He
draws his ideas from paintings.

J

Fredric Remington, What an 

Unbranded Cow Has Cost, 1895 

Jeff Wall, Dead Troops Talk, 1994



• You head to a place that interests you and look for something to motivate 
you. Edmonton Photographer Larry Louie uses this approach to great success.

Color Prayer Flags – 2, 2009



(For the record, there is a third approach, but it is not applicable to Landscape
Photography. That is you can construct an entire image from your mind in a studio.)

Regardless of which approach you use, once you are motivated, you have to
analyze what is before you and determine why. We do that by first identifying which
compositional elements are present. Then what compositional principles are at
play. Then we look to simplify by concentrating on or removing conflicting elements
and distractions. We look to enhance the dominant principle. We do this by Image
Visualization, choosing the camera placement, point of view, lens choice, and the
desired depth of field and whatever other techniques we wish to use.

Abstract photography is about stripping away. You remove parameters of context
so you are free to create the meaning you wish. Attention to detail and the ability
to see the parts rather than whole is important.



So far there has been little that should be new to you. All of the
above is standard procedure for any creative photographer.

Remember that Abstract Photography (Art) is experimental. So
anything goes.

However if you are starting out, here are some photographic

techniques to get you started:



Tangled Web, David A. Buzzeo, 2017

Macro: 

By compartmentalizing an object you

can create an abstraction. The best way

is with a macro lens. This allows you to

get up close to the object and retain

sharpness and resolution.

Nothing has been done to this image

except colour correcting.

It was taken by getting in close.



Intentional Camera Motion 
(ICM):

Generally there are two types:
Up & Down

Left to Right

Here we used up & down to
produce a wavy repetition.

The image was only colour
corrected in Photoshop.

Incipient Decline, David A. Buzzeo

2017



Ce n’est qu’une façade, 

David A. Buzzeo 

2012

Photograph Through Another Object

Use an object as a filter. Here I used

frost on a window, that looks upon a

park.



Parasol,

David A. Buzzeo

2013



When the Smoke Settles,

David A Buzzeo,

2017

This image was taken through the

heavy smoke from forest fires in

British Columbia



Manipulate Your Camera Controls

Experiment with non-conventional

camera settings such as:

• Shoot out of focus

• Zoom in and out with your

telephoto lens

• Use unconventional depth of field

• Experiment with different colour

balances
• Over or under expose an image

• Photographs from extreme angles

Hiding 

David A. Buzzeo

2017



Trail # 1 Sinister 7, David A. Buzzeo, 2010

Depth of Field



Ready to Explode

David A. Buzzeo

2011

Zooming in



Glitter Ball

David A. Buzzeo

2013

Over exposed with white balance set at 

10,000 k using a Nikon D 7000



Restraint

David A. Buzzeo

2015

Extreme Angle



Miss Mao,

David A. Buzzeo,

2011

Reflection

Waiting

David A. Buzzeo

2011



Bright Lights for Bright Minds

David A. Buzzeo

2017

Pattern



Thin Section

David A. Buzzeo

2017

Random Pattern



Time Immemorial

David A. Buzzeo

2017

Texture



Taking the Last Train

David A. Buzzeo

2004

Texture



Post Production
This is your opportunity to unleash your creative talents. With

abstract art you are free to distort, colour, flip, turn or otherwise

manipulate your image in your favourite software. Possibilities are

only limited by the time and effort you have available. You are free
to change the image so that only you know what the motivation for

the image was. To get started here are some examples:

Multiple Layers of the Same Image



Mount Assiniboine, David A. Buzzeo, 2015

1. Duplicate background layer as many

times as you wish, (here it was seven)

2. Click on first duplicated layer,

3. Go Edit – Transform – Rotate

4. Rotate Image 45 degrees press enter

5. Repeat for other layers

6. Click on second layer

7. Reduce opacity to 50%

8. For third layer reduce to 33%

9. For fourth layer reduce to 25%

10.Repeat using 100% / layer number

11.Flatten and finish



Dividing and Flipping



Dangerously Pink

David A. Buzzeo

2017

1. Crop out the section of the image

that will flip best.

2. Double the size of your canvas.

3. Select the image and duplicate

to another layer by copy.

4. Flip the image horizontal.

5. Line it up the lower layer.

6. Process as you want.

7. Here I: equalized the image,

replaced the greens with blues,

used dissolved blend mode and

added a vignette.



Change the Blend Mode

Shiprock, New Mexico

David A. Buzzeo

2013



Lost in The Desert

David A. Buzzeo

2013

1. Duplicate layer,

2. Change the blend mode to 

Difference



Replacing Colour and Distorting



A Le Gala,

David A. Buzzeo

2013

1. In Photoshop duplicate the

first layer.

2. Use the replace colour

command to selected all

the white.

3. Use the colour picker to

chose bright yellow as the

replacement colour.

4. Twirl the image using the

Distort command.(The trick

is not to over twirl.)

5. Rotate the image 180°.

6. Crop



Stroking



Thin Section No. 2

David A. Buzzeo

2017

1. Crop the image.

2. Use the magnetic lasso to select the edge of

each piece of ice.

3. Convert the selection to a path.

4. Use the path palette command to stroke the

selection.

5. For each piece of ice choose a different brush

size, style, and colour.

6. Duplicate the base layer.

7. Change the blend mode to Hard Light



Conclusion:
• Abstract photography is not limited to landscapes. The world is full of

colours, shapes, palates, and details for you to capture and
manipulate. Train your eye to look for potential abstract subjects
and experiment with techniques no matter how unusual they are.
Abstract photography is seeing the world in a different light and
recognizing your power to change it.

• Six tips for developing your future style:
1. Try new things

2. Learn from your mistakes

3. Always repeat and grow from your successes

4. Find out what you don't like

5. Learn to distinguish between what you admire versus what you create

6. Stay true to your style



Code of Ethics

Even though you have great artistic freedom with abstract
photography it is critical that you have a code of ethics. A set of
principles and guidelines which, as Steven Covey has said, will be the
compass that guides you through life. These should be written and
referred to constantly. We must be principle centered.

If you do not have a code of ethics, may I respectfully refer you to the
League of Landscape Photographers. Not only do they have a
sample code of ethics they also are proponents of the principles of
“Leave No Trace" for when you are in the field.

Contact may be made through their website or through my website.

https://leaguelandscape.com/ or www.buzzeophotography.com

https://leaguelandscape.com/
http://www.buzzeophotography.com/


Questions:

Shower, David A. Buzzeo, 2017


