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My Photographic Style – Taking a Deep Look 
by  TJ Avery,  21-August-2008 

 
Introduction 
 
A photographer’s style is an important aspect of his or her work. Style is greatly affected by who 
the photographer is at many levels. Personality, beliefs, desires, etc. will influence and be 
reflected in the photos they make. 
 
Recognizing your own style, especially for lesser experienced photographers, can be difficult. I 
think many photographers go on shooting not knowing their own style. I did. There’s nothing 
wrong with that, but I think it helps to know your style because you can become better connected 
with your work and the passions behind your work. 
 

 
Death Valley, Feb. 2008 

 
I’ve had some meaningful experiences this year. I’ve come to realize what my style is and, more 
importantly, the reason behind it. I’ve documented those experiences in this article along with a 
selection of photos I have taken over the past two years. I’ve chosen photos from my archives 
that are my favorites and that have the most meaning to me. 
 
This article is about my style and my journey to recognize and understand it. I hope that through 
this example I can inspire you to think hard about your own style and get you to take a serious, 
inward look at yourself. I think that one’s photographic style goes beyond the surface and 
reflects on something more meaningful within. 
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Reference 
 
I would highly advise you to read Alain Briot’s work, particularly his two series of essays titled 
Aesthetics and Photography and Reflections on Photography. In the latter series, he writes about 
achieving your personal style in photography. 
 
His website is http://www.beautiful-landscape.com but the articles may not be easily accessible 
there. Alain’s essays are available for free on the Luminous Landscape: 
http://luminous-landscape.com/columns/briots_view.shtml 
 
Fumbling in the Light 
 
When I first read Alain’s excellent essays, I started to wonder what my style was. At the surface, 
my photos didn’t seem to have an overwhelming style. I.e. there was no “TJ Avery look”. 
 
If you’ve studied the work of great photographers (e.g. Adams, Rowell, etc.) you’ll notice a 
definite look to their photos. Briot’s work has a very definite look or style. His perfectly 
composed, well-balanced natural landscapes are usually bathed in soft, beautiful light making 
them look almost like paintings. A lot of his style has to do with his love for the landscape and 
his education and training as an artist and painter. 
 

 
Blue Creek Canyon from the South Rim of the Chisos, Big Bend N.P., Sept. 2007 

 
So I wondered what my style was. The majority of my photos were natural scenes. I loved being 
outdoors (camping, hiking, etc.) and I loved nature photography. But that was only superficial 
and did not explain anything really meaningful about my work. 
 
My photos seemed so different going from one to another. Was it light? Was it a particular 
subject? Was it form? What the hell was common between my photographs? Why was pinning 
down a consistent style so difficult? A little frustration arose and I put the whole concept of style 
on the back burner for a while. 
 
I eventually figured it out by slowing down and looking in a different direction – inwards. 
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A Realization 
 
In February 2008, I took a Radiant Vista photography workshop in Death Valley National Park. 
It was an opportunity for me to focus on my photography 100% for a relatively long period of 
time (almost a full week). I don’t earn a living as a photographer, so I do not get a lot of 
opportunity to spend long periods of quality time with the landscape and my camera. 
 
I experienced and explored a new landscape for the first time. Death Valley was a place that I 
had wanted to visit for a very long time. Being there was exhilarating to my mind and senses. 
 
One afternoon, while shooting in a desolate and nearly barren spot low in the valley, I found 
myself walking aimlessly about the place searching for something that I couldn’t grasp. Nothing 
grabbed my interest and I just couldn’t find anything to photograph.  
 

 
The Narrows, Zion National Park, Sept. 2006 

 
I think because I was so deeply focused on the landscape and photographing it (and I had been in 
that zone for several days in a row) that it permitted the proverbial light bulb to come on in my 
head. I realized, rather suddenly, that I was looking for a scene that visually conveyed my 
deepest desires – my desires to explore the landscape and go deeply into it. 
 
Standing there in the desert, as these new thoughts came to me, I figured out a simple recipe for 
my style. Photos must contain: 

- depth - taking the viewer’s eye deep into the landscape 
- something interesting making the viewer wish to go deeper and see more 
- visual impact; something that visually smacks the viewer in the eyeballs 
- a completely natural scene that entices someone who likes to explore to go further 
- a wide angle showing a foreground that a viewer can imagine easily stepping into 
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Why? 
 
The recipe above is somewhat meaningless without the reason behind it. It’s just a grocery list to 
compile something specific, but I needed the reason or purpose behind that specific list to make 
sense of it. 
 
In the days after that realization in Death Valley, I began to make connections with stuff that 
resides deep inside my mind and heart. This was an emotional process that brought up visions 
and thoughts from my life’s experiences going way back through childhood. 
 
Through some rare clarity of mind (spending a week in the barren desert is usually fairly 
conducive to deeply thinking about your place on this Earth and the meaning of your life ☺), I 
was able to take a good, hard look at myself from the inside out. I was able to focus on what I 
loved and desired, what really made me happy, and especially what was important to me. 
 

 
Badlands, Big Bend National Park, Mar. 2007 

 
Who Am I? 
 
Defining and understanding my style first started with reflecting on how I grew up. From the 
time I was about a year and half old until age 13, my family lived in a state park on a lake in 
South Texas. My father was the superintendent of the park and we lived in the residence there. 
 
As a kid, the park was really my own, huge backyard. I enjoyed, with child-like excitement, 
roaming and exploring the park, especially the undeveloped areas. And there was a lot of wild 
territory outside the cleared, established campgrounds and picnic areas. 
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I wondered through thick brush exploring dry creek beds, game trails, small natural isolated 
fields, and the caliche cliffs along the lake. I climbed old, knarled and huge Mesquite trees to 
look over the low canopy of the brush (we called the thick, scrubby woods in the area brush). I 
was always on some sort of adventure to explore a dark, deep creek bed or through some natural 
tunnel in the foliage leading deep into the brush. One expedition inadvertently led my sister and I 
past the park boundaries and into the Girl Scout camp nearby! 
 

 
Bastrop State Park, Texas, April 2008 

 
I even cut short trails around our house to penetrate the brush and make exploring easier. By the 
time I left at age 13, our little trail system had expanded allowing access through most of the 
brush surrounding our house. In fact, my parents advised me to not make any more trails through 
the brush directly in front of the house for fear of loosing our privacy (there was a public road 
just on the other side of this thick bunch of brush). 
 
Roaming and exploring the wilds was my heart’s desire. Sure, I had toys and normal kid stuff, 
but getting outdoors and seeing new things in nature made me happy. It actually went beyond 
that and struck a chord with who I am and the deep, gooey emotional stuff that I’m made from. I 
just didn’t realize it back then. 
 

 
Lone Star Trail, Sam Houston National Forest, Apr. 2008 
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Connections 
 
I’ve always realized and consciously thought about my love and desire for experiencing nature 
and the outdoors. But I had always put those feelings into a category of hobby or “stuff to do 
while not at school or work”. 
 
In the same sense, photography for me (for the longest time) was just the same – a hobby. 
 
Shortly after the workshop, in the hours of deep contemplation and reflection I made on my 
experiences, I made a firm connection between photography, exploring the natural world, my 
love for nature, my childhood, and my apparent photographic style. Each piece fell into place so 
easily and perfectly and everything made sense. The sum of it all was overwhelming. 
  
At the core of my being, I am an explorer and lover of the natural world. My photography 
is the window into this core. The window becomes clearer with a specific style – my style. 
 

 
Self Portrait, Badwater, Death Valley National Park, Feb. 2008 

 
After Effects 
 
In retrospect, defining and understanding my style may seem a little obvious. My photos were 
reflecting a consistent style long before I was able to identify it. My photos were reflecting me 
and who I was as a person on a very deep level. The trick was getting in touch with my true self. 
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New and fresh perspectives, mainly just getting away from the normal daily grind, usually offer 
opportunities to see ourselves and communicate with ourselves on a different and more 
meaningful level. For me, that opportunity came during, and after, spending a week in the desert 
and concentrating on the land and photography. 
 
Going through the emotional thought processes of recognizing my style and the meaning of it 
has brought about some changes in my beliefs about my own photography. 
 
The window between my present consciousness and the deep, emotional stuff residing at some 
archival level in my mind has become very clear. I’m better connected with my emotional 
response to my current situation. 
 
For example, when photographing out in the field, recognizing that response, understanding it, 
and being able to dwell on it for a while really helps me to identify what I want to photograph 
and how to visualize it in a photograph. Identifying the subjects that are interesting to me is a 
matter of recognizing what triggers those deep, emotional responses and what is most important 
to me. 
 
I also realize that I must communicate my experiences with people. I’m fortunate to have taken 
an interest in photography, and visual communication is quite powerful. I am now completely 
comfortable and satisfied with labeling myself as a nature photographer. That is what I do. It’s 
no longer a hobby or just something done just to pass the time. It’s a mode, a way of life, a state 
of being. 
 
Conclusion 
 
I hope that by sharing my experiences I can inspire those of you searching for your style and 
meaning in your work. Maybe you’ve found your style but it seems somewhat superficial. 
Maybe you wish to move beyond just making pretty pictures and create work that is more 
meaningful to yourself and others. 
 
I often hear people say that a photographer’s personality is reflected in their work. I think that is 
very true, but it goes much deeper than that. It’s up to you to discover that link and how deeply it 
goes. 
 
Knowing your style will help you connect better with your work. But you must know your style 
first. Good luck! 
 
 
 
TJ Avery 
Houston, Texas 
August 21, 2008 


