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its autumnal glory, I had to go in November. Yet, despite my strong 
desire to visit, I kept postponing the trip year after year because of 
practical complications that were entirely my own workings. First of 
all, I realized that a trip to Japan would require at least three weeks, 
given the distance and the obvious risk of jet lag. In addition, I had 
developed a habit of travelling to remote sunny destinations around 
Christmas time so as to get a break from the grey Alsatian winter, 
and I did not want to give up this treasured holiday because of the 
unfeasibility of making two lengthy and faraway trips within a few 
short weeks of each other. So, for years I kept cheating on my autumn-
colored Japanese dreams in favor of enjoying the bright winter sun 
shining over other continents.

Prosaic as it may be, my dilemma was solved when I spotted a 
newsletter advertising discounted prices for flights to Japan, and the 
offer was miraculously valid precisely for November. At this point my 
reasoning took the following course: either I take the offer and go for 
a week (which was about as much as I could afford), or I say goodbye 
to my autumn-colored dreams and frankly admit that I would never 
get to Japan. I bought the ticket.

Japan is, of course, a modern and complex society, but even 
before setting foot in Japan, I was drawn to the Buddhist temples and 
Japanese gardens. Both the minimalist architecture of the temples and 
the landscape design of the gardens always appeared to me to be very 
appeasing and conducive to quiet reflection. I expected to visit Japan and 
find myself in a kingdom of total serenity. I believed it would engender 
the same tranquil feelings obtained by looking at sumi-e (ink paintings), 
the subject of which are plants, flowers, and landscapes in the vicinity 
of mountains and water, executed with remarkable economy of means.

Some time ago, I saw some images of Japanese landscapes 
dressed in autumnal colors. These images took hold of me more 
than images of the same landscapes adorned with Sakura in 

bloom (cherry blossoms). As a result, I developed a serious longing to 
see the autumn leaves in Japan. I cannot any longer recall the name 
of the photographer who was responsible for this fixation; most likely 
there was more than one culprit, and the film Dolls, by Takeshi Kitano, 
undoubtedly bears some share of the guilt. 

A bit of meteorological research showed that to see Japan in 

See... the heavy leaf

  on the silent

 windless day...

 falls of its own will

~ Boncho
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precisely due to some other plans, but then I realized that a workshop 
with Elizabeth fit into my schedule perfectly. This happened to be 
Imagination and Dreams, taught in Santa Fe, New Mexico.

The workshop was focused more on finding your own voice 
as a photographer than on technical skills, and the success of such 
workshops hugely depends on whether the tutor’s and the student’s 
sensibilities match. At the time I was struggling with conveying a 
certain mood in my photographs, but soon felt that Elizabeth was 
guiding me beautifully in the direction I wanted to go. A lot of what 
she said resonated with me, including her fundamental belief that 
every photograph is a self-portrait. Apart from being a remarkable 
photographer, Elizabeth is a wonderful teacher who has a very personal 
approach to her students. She is capable of giving constructive critique 
and advice in a way that encourages one to go further. Not only did the 
workshop improve my skills, but overall I felt much more confident 
about my photography. 

I knew I would love to do another workshop with her, but the 
usual obstacles got in the way. Until September 2012, when she 
was scheduled to do a workshop in Provence. By that time I had 
been living in France for nine years, but I had never visited Provence. 
Though I was able to find time for visiting places much farther from 
my home, I never found an occasion to travel south within my own 
country. When I learned about Elizabeth’s workshop, I realized that 
the occasion had found me.

Few places have artistic traditions as rich as that part of southern 
France. A great many artists, from Cézanne to Matisse, have been 
drawn to the unique quality of light in Provence, its exceptional 
clarity and softness. I relished the opportunity to spend time in this 
extraordinary place.

I cannot remember where or how I first saw Elizabeth Opalenik’s 
photographs, but when I did, I was immediately struck by their 
tender beauty. I was moved by the haunting and dreamy air of 

her nudes. When I learned that Elizabeth also taught photography, I 
knew I wanted to someday be her student. However, as she mostly 
teaches in the United States, this made my participation somewhat 
complicated, and the occasional workshops she taught in Europe 
stubbornly conflicted with my other plans. 

One summer I was venturing out to the American continent 

Soft Light of Provence
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Light makes photography. Embrace light. 

Admire it. Love it. But above all, know 

light. Know it for all you are worth, and 

you will know the key to photography.

~ George Eastman
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