
Assignment 4  
 

Why bother taking photos outside? 

Can manufactured digital landscapes make more successful images than traditional 

landscape photographs? 
 

In this essay I will try to answer the question of whether manufactured landscape images are, or might soon become, 

more successful than traditional landscape photographs. I will explore the contemporary digital landscape world 

with reviews of current exponents in order to give context; I consider how the manufactured landscape world might 

evolve; I develop a framework for judging the success of visual art and in particular landscapes and finally form a 

conclusion to the question I pose. 

The contemporary digital landscape world 

Since the evolution of digital technologies, computers, smart-phones, and digital cameras we have an ever-

increasing number of options to create images through a variety of digital means. Alongside this capability we now 

have various possibilities to manipulate the image, ranging from nearly no manipulation to completely manufactured 

(for an overview see (Alexander, 2015)). In this essay we will be focussing on the completely manufactured images, 

or nearly so, particularly those that aspire to be photorealistic images.  

In the digital world the art of creating manufactured images may be referred to as CGI (Computer Generated 

Imagery) or Digital Art or CG (Computer Graphics). There are no universally-agreed definitions and the terms have a 

large overlap (Digital art – Art Term | Tate, n.d.; Computer-generated imagery, n.d.) so that we will treat them as 

synonymous.  Below are a few examples of representative work from these areas.   

 

 
Kitka-river, 2004 (triptych) – Museum of Nature 
@Ilkka Halso   (Halso, n.d.) 
 

 

  
Field Summer 
@ConfirmedBurger (ConfirmedBurger, 2018) 
 



  
Between Clouds 
@Kadri Özel (Özel, 2020) 
 

Matte Painting  
@Dylan Cole (Cole, n.d.) 

  
Scotland 
@ Gokhan Karadayi (Karadayi, 2017) 

Untitled  
@ Andrée Wallin (Wallin, n.d) 

 

Artistic Intent 

In the images above a number of common themes can be seen regarding the artist’s intent: Portrayal of an idealised, 

often sublime landscape; humans or human objects playing a secondary role, often being present to give scale to the 

glorious landscape; there is often a feeling of a hyperrealism, which is a significant trend in modern popular 

landscape photography. The images are simple in the sense that they do not contain ambiguity; the viewer is left 

enjoying the scene, perhaps being amazed that it is not real but that is all, which some may find unsatisfactory. This 

general lack of sophistication, I would argue, is primarily because of the novelty of the approach. 

Manufactured images have become commonplace in certain areas, particularly computer games and cinema where 

there are strong commercial pressures to produce environments that are exciting, realistic, and immersive to the 

viewer. The primary function of many of these images is as a backdrop where characters (real or created) act out 

their roles, rather than the landscape providing the focus. Individual created images tend to concentrate on the 

aesthetic, with little other engagement for the viewer.  

There are, however, some notable exceptions to the focus on the simple aesthetic (e.g. Halso, n.d.; Joan Fontcuberta 

- 114 Artworks, Bio & Shows on Artsy, n.d.)). There are a few competitions (CGMood, CGTrader) for artists in this 

field, and some online fora for display of images (e.g. CGTrader, Behance). With time I think more creativity and a 

wider artistic intent will develop. 

 

How are such images created?   

Cameras themselves can be used to manipulate images, from simple operations such as adjusting contrast or colour 

to overlaying of multiple images to fabricate a new view (Smith, n.d.; Stanley, 2020). With the use of tools such as 

Photoshop, existing landscape photographs can be manipulated almost beyond recognition, with the final image 

looking unrealistic, hyper-realistic or even altered but realistic.  To create photorealistic landscapes from scratch in 



two or even three dimensions, several tools are already available, primarily aimed at sophisticated users. (7 great 

ways to create CG landscapes, 2014). 

There are also emerging business models where landscape environments and elements can be bought and sold, e.g., 

CGTrader, Turbosquid or 3DExport. Images can also be seen in popular photo sharing sites such as Flickr or ViewBug 

A giant gorilla swinging from the Empire State Building in Peter Jackson’s King Kong, and the 

entire world of Pandora in James Cameron’s Avatar, would have been impossible to produce 

without CGI (computer-generated imagery)—which utilizes computer graphics to create or 

enhance special visual effects. Often, magical movie moments come to mind when people think of 

CGI, but did you know that the process has been implemented in the art world for over 50 

years? (Hochberger, 2020) 

The art market as a whole has not yet broadly embraced manufactured images, see for example the number of 

digital works in Artsy compared to other genres. In fact, the art market generally is rather slow in embracing new 

technology opportunities, although through the Covid epidemic it has shifted more online (The Contemporary Art 

Market Report 2020, 2020). 

How the manufactured landscape world might evolve 

As CGI technology develops, this will inevitably result in the increased use of these tools, which will in turn have an 

impact on the visual art ecosystem. There are, however, a number of open questions. We will discuss these points in 

turn.  

It is fairly certain that in the near future the tools will become easier to use, becoming more accessible to more 

people. They will become more intelligent and increasingly relieve the user of more mundane tasks. A similar 

development can be seen in the digital camera itself. A sense of the direction of change can be seen by considering 

GauGAN, an AI tool from NVIDA (Salian, 2019; NVIDIA's AI Can Turn Doodles into Landscape 'Photos', 2019), which is 

capable of taking simple drawn sketches and creating high quality images.  

 

Example of doodle being converted into a photorealistic landscape (Salian, 2019) 

Computers are capable of generating visual art by themselves (Elgammal, 2017) and in some cases their work has 

been deemed more successful by viewers than those produced by human artists (Voon 2017); We can see the same 

possibilities for landscape photography. 

To test their system, the researchers showed the generated artworks to a pool of 18 people to 

judge, mixed with 50 images of real paintings — half by famous Abstract Expressionists and half 



shown at Art Basel 2016, a fair that represents “the forefront of human creativity,” as Elgammal 

told Hyperallergic. The results: participants largely preferred the machine-created artworks to 

those made by humans… (Voon 2017) 

As the technology improves, we can anticipate that more artists and/or photographers will take up these tools, 

extending their use from the cinematic and game worlds into the (fine) art world. It will soon be possible to create 

conceptual landscape art in 3D, allowing different forms of art, as well as extending the reach of the artist. The 

landscape being digitally stored will potentially allow others to build on or change these views, perhaps creating new 

forms of collaboration. All these changes will impact the broad art market and affect the prices of these 

manufactured landscapes as the concept enters the mainstream. 

As these changes occur, some questions will need to be addressed: If a machine is creating most/all of the content, 

who is the author, who owns the copyright? To what extent will change be needed in the existing art ecosystems of 

physical or virtual galleries, curators, sellers, and artists? Will the current online, peer to peer model for 

manufactured landscapes, where artists sell directly to customers, continue to prevail? It is surely unlikely that the 

existing art market will remain unchanged. 

Framework for judging the success of art 

It is clear that there is no single measure of success in art1in general; instead, there are many ways that this can be 

addressed (How can one measure the quality of art? 2016).  Criteria of success can be broadly classed as either 

subjective, e.g. the satisfaction in producing the work, or objective, e.g. number of pieces sold, number of likes on 

social media etc.. 

The purpose of art might encompass many things, ranging from communication of ideas or stimulation of emotions 

to simple entertainment… depending on one’s belief in what art is all about 2. How well an individual piece of art 

succeeds in its purpose is naturally just as difficult to define. I will concentrate on the criteria of how well the 

landscapes represent reality, the economic value, and reaction of the broad populace as measures of success. They 

cover the dimensions I consider most important; however, I know very well that other criteria may be considered 

valid. 

The Theory of Representation (Davies, 2009), where art is judged by how well it represents reality, is particularly 

relevant for manufactured landscapes; without the ability to appear real, I would suggest that this approach loses a 

lot of potential.  Computer graphic images are already comparable in realism to traditional photographs. In fact, 

scientists and technologists are now being forced to develop tools for deciding whether images have been 

manufactured - humans cannot tell the difference (Tokuda 2013).  

Economic value is an interesting area to investigate further, since it can be argued that it is a single measure that 

encapsulates many of the factors listed above. However, the idea of art being judged by money is anathema for 

many; it has often been argued that price does not represent many fundamental human values including art (Cho 

2012). There is extensive literature (Beech, 2016; Findlay, 2012; Art valuation, n.d.) that examines the applicability of 

economics to art and art valuation. 

Llewellyn Smith’s point of departure, nevertheless, identifies a fundamental question for any 

economics of art: can market forces (his ‘economics of quantity’) feasibly be expected to perform 

as a mechanism for allocating resources to the arts on merit (his ‘economics of quality’)?  

(Beech, 2016) 

 

Reaction of the broad populace to art must, to my mind, be considered as a key point in measuring success. An 

aesthetically appealing landscape will be popular, no matter whether it is taken from the real world or created as 

 
1 We will consider manufactured landscapes e.g. in films as visual art and use art criteria as a means to judge. 
 



CGI. As the manufactured landscape becomes more realistic it will be able to move away from its current hyper-

realistic feel, becoming able to emulate existing locations, if desired.  

As stated above, in the film or games world there is a high acceptance of manufactured landscapes and one can even 

say that the digital images are required. As a primary source, only a few CG artists have a high profile, but even they 

are only known within a narrow circle of devotees. This is probably less than the popularity of landscape 

photographers as a whole. However, as a group, photographers are hardly household names; how many 

contemporary landscape photographers are known to the wider populace? 

For many artists, however, the focus on beauty, a key factor for broad popularity, is rather simplistic.  All too often, 

other aspects such as meaning, emotional impact or reflection of subtler aspects of reality are lost. (Ottley and 

Hanna, 2017).  In my opinion, developments in CGI currently under way will increasingly allow these artists too 

enough scope for their personal vision. 

 

Conclusion 

It is clear that technology has always and will continue to progress; this is not specific to landscape photography or 

even photography in general. Art can embrace and employ the new possibilities. A case in point is the impact 

photography had on painting. Some will prefer to use older technology, as is today the case. There will always 

remain a market for authentic landscape images and traditional photography will continue to fill that gap. However, 

many practitioners will embrace the newer technology because of its creative potential and use it to create 

innovative forms of art.  The images that they all produce will be looked at for creativity.  

The new possibilities will lead to democratisation of the landscape, there will be less/no need to visit locations 

physically in order to create specific images, thus allowing more people to realise their vision.  However, this comes 

at a price; there will be a lack of the serendipitous experience which supports the creative process.  In addition, as 

discussed by Benjamin (see Larsen, n.d), there will be a lack of the aura intrinsic to the unique landscape, which 

would be replaced by a simulacrum. Is this sufficient to prevent creative thinking and art? I would argue no.  The 

subtitle of this essay posed the question Can manufactured digital landscapes be more successful images than 

traditional landscape photographs? The three criteria identified above (verisimilitude, economic value and reaction 

of the broad populace) can be applied specifically to computer created landscapes.  I believe that the answer to that 

question is currently maybe but in the near future, with all the coming changes, it will be a resounding YES. As we 

have seen by the work of Voom, computer manufactured art is already preferred in some cases to human developed 

work. Artists will raise to the challenge but will (probably) need to embrace new approaches. 

For a true artist, mastery of a particular tool is not sufficient; more important is that the results of using the tool fulfil 

the artist’s intent and communicate to the intended audience. The developments currently under way in Digital Art 

are making this possibility more and more of a reality. 
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