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Introduction
I want to start by welcoming you to this course, in which I aim to give you an 
understanding of black & white fine art photography and advice on how to 
achieve it. I will begin this first lesson by looking at the basics of creating an 
image by studying the component parts of the subject, prior to capturing and 
processing the image.

In the first part of this course I will talk about what vision and creation is and 
why we need to create. I’ll also discuss how to approach the creation of a 
photograph for the final result to be seen as fine art photography - and by 
extension what I call (en)Visionography. The questions I will discuss include: 
‘What makes a good photograph?’, ‘What is fine art photography?’ and ‘What 
is the difference between photography and (en)Visionography?’

It can be argued that (en)Visionography is the process of creating images in 
the digital era, which is totally different from film-based photography. We not 
only use an electronic sensor instead of a light-sensitive film, but there has also 
been a fundamental change in the tools we use to process the RAW image 
(the digital equivalent to processing film). When we moved to digital capture, 
we changed from using manual methods and chemical solutions to using 
electronic means (software) to do the same thing in a totally different way.

For those who wish to participate in further study, there is also an e-book 
favailable from my website by clicking here.

Julia Anna Gospodarou

From basics to Fine Art 

Book Ref: PE:GG

http://www.my-photo-school.com
http://blog.juliaannagospodarou.com/from-basics-to-fine-art/
http://blog.juliaannagospodarou.com/from-basics-to-fine-art/
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Course Curriculum
Week 1: Vision and (en)Visionography

The course begins with an examination 
of why we create art and what makes a 
fine art photograph. Julia talks about the 
artist’s vision and why it is so important 
in photography. Then she moves on to 
discuss the principles underlying her 
own fine art photography, which she 
calls (en)Visionography - “writing with 
vision.” This approach is made possible 
by digital imaging and focuses on the 
photographer’s own personal vision, 

rather than the subject itself, in the creation of images. The aim of this lesson 
is to encourage students to think about photography in a completely new 
way and to begin developing their own unique voice.

Week 2: The Guide to Vision 
Here Julia applies the theories outlined 
in the first lesson to a course of practical 
action in her ‘Guide to Vision’. It takes 
the form of 35 ‘rules’ giving advice 
on how to achieve your own personal 
vision. They include her belief you 
should photograph what you love, not 
what is fashionable; that you should 
decide on a direction and stick to it; and 
that you shouldn’t regard software as 
anything more than a tool. By the end of 
the lesson, students will have a series of 

wide-ranging practical rules to guide them in the development of their work.. 

Week 3: Composition in black & white fine art photography
Learning how to compose a photograph 
is a vital skill. This lesson is a discussion 
of the principles of composition and its 
crucial role in creating effective images. It 
is illustrated with many practical examples 
and includes a discussion of a range of 
compositional techniques. Julia talks 
about ways of effectively placing subjects 
in the frame and compositions using 
light & shadow, repetition and patterns. 
Among other subjects, she discusses 

using foregrounds and backgrounds, balance and symmetry and ways to 
create depth in your images. Armed with this practical advice, students will 
be able to think more clearly about how to approach and frame an image for 
maximum impact.    

Week4: Photography Drawing
Julia’s final lesson concentrates on her 
own method of creating fine art images, 
which she calls Photography Drawing. 
Using this method, she draws on the basic 
rules and principles used in classical and 
architectural drawing, and incorporates 
them into her processing technique. She 
looks in detail at using light and shadow 
areas to create depth and volume in 
your images and lists the processing 
steps necessary to complete the creative 

process. The goal of this lesson is to show students how RAW images can be 
transformed into the final result: black & white fine art prints. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Finding your Vision: Vision and 
(en)Visionography

So, what makes a good photograph? There are many answers 
to this question. Some say it is the composition of the 
image. For others, it is the subject, or the light, or the way 

the subject fills the frame, or how much negative space is used. It 
could even be the way the image is processed or the camera and 
lens you use.

Personally, I believe that a good photograph, especially a fine 
art photograph, is created by making a connection with the 
subject. In architectural photography you connect with a building, 
in landscape photography you connect with a scene and in 
portraiture you connect with a person. Whatever the subject, take 
the time to let it speak to you. Give it a chance to explain its story 
and do not rush to press the camera’s shutter release. Watch it 
from all angles and distances and think for a while about what you 
are seeing.

I believe you should use the subject to tell a story: your story 
through the subject’s story. In other words, try to see the soul of 
your subject. Sometimes it takes a while to find a hidden soul, but 
it is always there and this is what will make your image a good 
photograph: finding this soul and showing it in the image you 
create.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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It’s often said that when you photograph a person, you capture 
their soul. This also applies to buildings, landscapes and any 
other subject. If you are shooting architecture, for instance, find 
the “eyes” of a building, take a deep look and you will see its 
soul. 

There’s no definite ‘recipe’ for a good photograph; everything 
is in front of you, you only need to discover it. Each of us sees 
the world differently and each of us reacts in a personal way to 
what we see. 

However, if you try to see the subject with your soul and forget 
about all the rest, it will surely be much easier to understand 
it and recreate it in your image. In short, a good photograph is 
made by your soul looking into the soul of your subject.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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What is fine art 
photography? This is 
probably one of the 
most difficult questions 
to answer. The difficulty 
comes from the fact that 
art is such a subjective 
matter. It’s a matter where 
more than one answer 
is the right one. In art, 
personal expression is 
more important than 
universality, while 
originality replaces 
‘rules’ and freedom of 
expression takes over the 
rigidity of logic.

Art is both personal and 
rebellious. It escapes 
any generally accepted 
interpretation. Art is what 

makes an artist’s life worth living. It transcends the rational shell of the world 
and gives an artist’s life a purpose and the energy to go on. The need and 
desire to create and to express one’s inner world is what makes possible the 
“state of trance” many artists refer to as the way they feel when they create. 
I would call it a “state of God”, since creating something brings us closer to 
the idea of having the power of a God, which ever God we are thinking of. 

From my experience, this “state of trance” can be translated as “living 
in a perfect world.” During these moments, you feel you are giving birth 
to something very personal and very true. This is the moment when you 
materialize your soul into something that, albeit personal, is destined to be 
seen by others and hopefully understood: the object of art.

http://www.my-photo-school.com


PAGE 7  

Creating an object of art, whether a photograph, a painting, 
a drawing or other, is the most personal act we could 
possibly imagine in this world. When the need to create is 
authentic, its manifestation through the object the artist 
creates is the highest form of personal expression. This is 
the artist’s truth and the materialization of his inner world. 

Fine art photography is born from this truth and is the 
outcome of his “state of trance”. Fine art photography has 
little or no relation with what is in front of the artist when 
he takes a photograph. The scene he sees is only a pretext 
for the artist to find the expression of self through the 
photograph he creates.

I would define fine art photography as the expression 
of the imagination and will of the artist: someone who 
needs to create an abstract representation of the material 
world that will resemble his personal inner world and his 
vision. The result is an object that has a meaning to him 
and is one that he releases into the world, so others can 
understand him and learn his truth. This object is the fine 
art photograph.
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To understand the role and aim of art, and, by extension, beauty, we have to 
look at something the German architect Walter Gropius said in the Bauhaus 
Manifesto in 1919. At that time, architecture was heading on the path of 
functionality and of expressing the essence of a building through its shell and 
decoration. The aim was to create a new kind of beauty, a beauty in pure state 
compared to beauty only as an added element to a functional structure.

“The ultimate aim of all creative activity is a building,” Gropius wrote. “The 
decoration of the building was once the main purpose of all visual arts, and 
they were considered indispensable parts of the great building. Today, they 
exist in complacent isolation, from which they can only be salvaged by the 
purposeful and cooperative endeavours of all artisans. Architects, painters and 
sculptors must learn a new way of seeing and understanding the composite 
character of the building, both as a totality and in terms of its parts. Their 

work will then re-imbue 
itself with the spirit of 
architecture.”

Architecture is first of 
all an art. A building is 
not only meant to be a 
shelter, but to help people 
live in harmony with the 
world around them and 
bring beauty into their 
lives. The first thing we 
should search to see in 
an architectural object 
is beauty, even before 
functionality, construction 
quality or anything else 
is considered. The visual 
aspect of a building is the 
first one observed and 
the one that impresses 
and moves the viewer the 
most.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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A building is an object of art in itself. That is why, in 
Gropius’s Manifesto, the architectural photographer should 
be added to the artists who must learn to see the character 
of the building. This refers to the classical architectural 
photographer but especially the fine art architectural 
photographer, since his work will show, in a more personal 
way, the relation he has with the building. 

The same idea applies to any fine art photographer, whose 
aim should be to first see the beauty of his subject and then 
to interpret and convey it in a photograph.

Fine art architectural photography is a genre of its own. It 
gives the photographer more freedom of expression but it is 
also more demanding, since the resulting photograph must 
also be a work of art. 

This means the image must have the power to move the 
viewer, to make them think and feel, to make them see in the 
image something that might not be seen in reality: the spirit 
of the subject and its hidden beauty.

The aim of fine art photography is to find and show the 
apparent and hidden beauty of an object and the way this 
beauty moves the artist taking the photograph. By this 
means, he unveils his personal interpretation of the world and 
the scene he photographs.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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When we take a photograph, we are converting a three-
dimensional space into two dimensions. From a physical point 
of view, we want to capture a sense of size, space, structure, 
texture, contrast, light and shadows. 

But, at the same time, we intend to say something about the 
architectural concept underlying its design. We also want to 
say something about its function, context, history, and also 
about how all these factors are influencing us and how they 
affect our artistic sensibility. 

The emotional impact of this information on our mind and soul 
is the essence of the photograph we will take. Because, in fine 
art photography, any space, from a certain moment on, has no 
relation with its physical dimension anymore, but only with the 
impression that it leaves on our inner world. 

Any kind of fine art photography, and art in general, is more 
about how the artist interprets the object than about the object 
itself.

AS A CONCLUSION: FINE ART = ART = SOUL

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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I will now move on to look at vision in photography and why 
we need it.

The world is our vision of the world, or as the German 
philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer famously said, “The world 
is my representation”.  What Schopenhauer meant is that the 
world is a dream, the world is an image. He also meant that 
the world is unique for each of us: our interpretation of it is 
based on our personal experiences and beliefs, our personal 
feelings and sensibility. 

This idea applies particularly to artists, since they use the 
image they have of the world to recreate the material world 
in their images. They aim to present not so much the material 
side of the world, but mostly the immaterial one. This is the 
side that relates to how they perceive the world; it’s also 
the side that will provoke emotion and response from the 
viewers.
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We create so we can put our representation of the world in a form 
that can help us “explain” the world. It also has to be a form that can 
be recognized by others and make them respond. The first ingredient 
we need to accomplish this is that sparkle of genius and divinity 
called ‘vision’. You need a vision to communicate through art. Fine art 
photography and vision are synonymous.

Creating fine art means creating something very personal and unique. 
Not unique in the sense that you are the first or the only one connecting 
with the subject or using a certain technique, but you are the first one 
that presents the subject in a way that suits yourself and no one else.

There is no one else in the world that thinks and feels exactly the way you 
do. Your uniqueness as artist will give authenticity and originality to your 
work; it will create an object of art. What you create following your vision 
is an object that cannot be reproduced because it represents yourself 
and bears your personal style. 

A vision is what gives authenticity to an image, as long as it is well 
translated in the photograph. Therefore you need a vision to be able to 
create in the first place, and then to create something that will express 
your individuality and your idea about the world in a way that can be 
understood by the viewer and can stir emotion.

There is no other purpose of art than to express the inner world of an 
artist. It helps him give a shape to his representation of the world, so 
that he understands it in the first place and he then communicates 
his conclusions to the world. Therefore, we need vision to be able to 
communicate. 
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If we extend Schopenhauer’s idea, we can say that nothing is real except 
what is in our mind. Reality might have a thousand faces, one for each 
person that looks at it. This theory was first formulated by the philosopher 
Democritus in Ancient Greece. He said, “We know nothing in reality; for truth 
lies in an abyss”.

This means that there are as many truths and realities in the world as there 
are eyes watching it. This very lack of objective reality makes vision become 
not only possible but vitally important. 

This representation of the world and of truth, which is highly personal 
and subjective, is what determines our vision and defines how we will 
communicate it.

The lack of objectivity when interpreting the world is one of the reasons 
why we can identify in each great artist a personal style. Each artist has a 
personal and individual representation or vision of the world that is reflected 
in his work and which makes his work unique.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Vision is our response to reality, our personal 
reality, our version of truth. We need it in order 
to communicate and to help us relate to and 
understand the world. Vision is the first step in 
a process of expressing ourselves through art, 
of understanding ourselves through the eyes of 
those who experience our creations.

We are all a mystery for everyone around us and 
even more so for ourselves. Some do not want to 
solve the mystery, while others do not even know 
that there is a mystery to be solved. However, 
there are some who cannot live without trying to 
solve this mystery and they use art to search for 
an answer. They create a way to represent that 
mystery. The representation of what an artist sees 
in the world is the object of art, and the driving 
force behind creating it is what we call vision.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Vision is, at the same time, based on intention. It is what differentiates the 
act of creating images with the purpose of showing how we feel about what 
we see. Intention is an essential ingredient of creating art. Art does not just 
happen. Art is not possible if we do not intend to communicate something 
through our vision by using the tools we have at hand. And one of those 
tools is fine art photography.

Visionography is a new name I have given to photography, or more precisely 
to fine art photography. It refers to the New Photography - the way we 
create images in the digital era, which is something almost totally different 
from what we used to call photography in the days of film. The difference 
is so big that they could be given different names and could be considered 
two different arts if they were not both dealing with light and image.

What changed in photography in the digital era that made it so different 
from the traditional analogue period? What made photography transform so 
dramatically in just a couple of decades after functioning more or less by the 
same rules for 150 years?

Many things changed, much 
more than most people 
acknowledge or even realize. 
The first big difference between 
analogue and digital, the 
main change photography 
had to undergo, is something 
that changed the way we do 
photography. This was the 
replacement of the base on 
which we capture the image. 
Instead of a film sensitive to light, 
as in the past, digital cameras 
have an electronic sensor. It is 
still sensitive to light but in a 
different way and with different 
results.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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The second fundamental thing 
that has changed is the range of 
tools we use to process the RAW 
image (the equivalent to film in the 
digital era) in order to create the 
final result. In this case we went 
from using manual methods and 
chemical solutions to develop and 
process the film to using electronic 
means (software) to do the same 
thing in a totally different way. 

These two changes are so 
important that the process a 
photograph goes through before 
it reaches the final image is an 
entirely different one in the digital 
era. It needs an entirely new way 
of approaching and realizing an 
image. Therefore a new name is 
needed in order to differentiate the 
two.

In traditional photography we 
rely on the outer world to take 
the photograph and we are very 
limited in how we can transform 
it through editing, since we can 
only use classical developing 
techniques. 

However, in the case of digital 
photography we have much 
more freedom in interpreting and 
transforming the image to suit 
our vision, since we can rely much 
more on using processing software 
to create the image we envision.
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The software introduces a much greater freedom of expression, since now 
there are practically no limits to how much one can transform an image from 
the point of view of shaping light and volume. This freedom leads to vision 
having a much greater role in the process of creating photographs.

In a way, we can say that vision and software have become more important 
in the digital era than the image we capture in the camera. This is something 
I experience every day in my work. That is why photography is now more 
about who we are, and what we envision, than about what we see. We are 
slowly becoming like painters, building our frames the way we imagine, not 
necessarily the way they are in the outside world.

As an example, here is a comparison between a film photograph taken in 
2003 in Paris, when I was still shooting film, and a digital image taken in 2012 
in Patras. This is, in other words, a comparison between creating a photograph 
based on the light we can capture in the scene, and therefore dependent on 
this light, and creating a photograph by manipulating light and shadows in 
such a way that it embodies our personal vision. 

The two radical changes I have described totally transformed the way we 
create photography in the digital era. In only a few years, photography went 
from using light as a principal ingredient in creating images, to using vision as 
principal ingredient.

Etymologically, “photography” comes from the Greek “ΦΩΤΟΓΡΑΦΊΑ” which 
was created from two words: ΦΩΣ (light) + ΓΡΆΦΩ (write)– literally ‘writing 
with light’. But in the digital era, even if the light is still what “writes” on the 
sensor and creates an image, the final image can be so much more than that. 
It can be totally transformed in a way that was impossible in the analogue era. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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As a conclusion, we can say that “vision” in the digital era replaces 
“light” in writing (or re-writing) the image, in order for it to reach a 
point where it matches the idea with which the photographer began. 

The final image can now be so much closer to what the artist envisions, 
therefore “Visionography” is a much more suited name for creating 
photographs in the digital era than “photography”. To come back to 
Greek, we can now say that:

Visionography =  + Vision + ΓΡΆΦΩ (write), meaning
Visionography is “writing with Vision” instead of “writing with light”.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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The photographer creating 
Visionography is less and less 
dependent on the camera, or 
on the reality he sees, to create 
his art. Eventually he is only 
guided by his imagination and 
creative skills and creates his 
Visionography by the way he 
represents the scene in front of 
him.

I am an Visionographer myself 
and I find that this term is much 
more suited for what I do than 
‘photographer’. It describes 
much more accurately the 
process I am going through 
when I am creating, as well as 
the principles of what I do and 
the way I am using the tools I 
have at my disposal. 

The result of the process I and 
other Visionographers are going 
through when creating is a 
fusion of reality and imagination. 
In this process, the image starts 
by being a white board where I 
design and build my photograph. 
I only use those elements that 
help me convey my vision and 
the idea I want to present in the 
final image.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Visionography describes the whole process I go through when 
creating. It is the way I get from nothing to creating something 
meaningful, to something that will express me as a person and artist 
and present my vision of the world. It is the way I take things from 
the world and use them as basis for my creations, the way I transform 
them according to how they make me feel, and give them back to the 
world in a different and unique form.

This process usually starts with a thought, an idea, an impression or a 
feeling and this triggers every step that I will make, until I transform 
it into an image that (re)presents it. The thought leads to finding 
an image that is suited to my vision and capturing it in the camera. 
However, from that point to the final result, the image still has to go 
through different phases of transformation to finally match my inner 
world and become a visual representation of it.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Why do I do it? My opinion is that art is a selfish act. 
We do not do it for anyone other than ourselves and 
we do not try to please anyone else when doing it.

The process I go through is similar to other visual 
artists working in the field of photography, therefore 
I will generalize by saying that Visionography is the 
way one can transform one’s vision into image, by 
using a camera and processing software.

It is not only photography, it is much more. It is not 
only based on a camera and a sensitive base for 
capturing the image. It is based more on a means of 
transforming an image and so becomes something 
else, namely the idea or vision from which the artist 
started.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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When I am creating my Visionography, I do not take anything from 
the outside world for granted: colour, shape, volume, light  or reality in 
general. They are just a base, an outline, a sketch on which I will draw my 
own world. The colour is there to be transformed in black, white and the 
gray shades that unite them. The shapes and volumes are there to be 
transformed and adapted to my idea of perfection and the light is there 
to draw my idea on paper. 

I do use light in Visionography, but I do not depend on the light as in 
traditional photography. Instead, I create my own light. I use it exactly 
where and how I need it in order for the image I am creating to resemble 
myself and how I feel about this reality, not to resemble the reality itself.



PAGE 23  

The steps I go through in my mental artistic creation, then in 
processing my images, are the ones you can see in the “before/
after & in-between” phases of creating my image titled ‘Ode to 
Black | Black Hope I – Self Black.’

This photo [show on screen] is the leading image of the 
multiple-awarded series ‘Ode to Black | Black Hope.’ This 
series exemplifies in the best way how I use vision to create my 
Visionography.

Ode to Black | Black Hope started as a light and volume study 
in 2012, long before I decided to create a series with this 
subject. It started with the intention of studying the extremes 
of light but mostly the extremes of shadow. Later, it became a 
series on the subconscious exploration of the dark tones and 
how far shadow can be extended before photography isn’t 
possible anymore. 

It is an exploration based on architectural visual elements, 
elements used to express my inner world, to communicate 
my feelings to the outer world and to translate them so the 
viewer can understand them. Intended as symbols, the images 
in this series have the same meaning and goal as Alfred 
Stieglitz’s Equivalents: to use the subject in order to create 
an equivalence between the inner world of the artist and the 
meaning the resulting images has for the viewer.

The motif of the bright light, even if it covers an infinitesimal 
area of the image and is surrounded by darkness, is intended 
as the most important element in the story: light as hope, black 
as a driving force that guides me towards the light. Together 
with the architectural object used as subject, they form a 
language to communicate with the viewer – my personal fine 
art language.

http://www.my-photo-school.com


PAGE 24  

The images of the series follow a sequence from I to V and they took their 
names from the main Archetypes of the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung. The 
artistic intention was to give them the same role Jung gave to his archetypes 
and archetypal events – namely, to express my subconscious world and tell a 
story. The titles of the images are, in order:

Ode to Black | Black Hope I - Self Black
Ode to Black | Black Hope I - Anima Black
Ode to Black | Black Hope I - Animus Black
Ode to Black | Black Hope I - Shadow Black
Ode to Black | Black Hope I - Persona Black

This series of images brings me to the end of my first lecture. In the next 
one, I will move from discussing theory to practice and talk about subjects 
including how to find your personal style. I will give you a set of rules that 
will help you get closer to your vision and help you translate it into fine art 
photography.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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