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WHERE STRUCTURE MEETS
SILENCE

Canadian fine art photographer Doug Caplan captures the quiet, often-
overlooked patterns of city life.

His practice is deeply informed by a 35-year career in the construction
industry, where he specialized in 3D structural modeling. Early experience
resolving design conflicts gave him a unique sense of pattern recognition.
Today, that same discipline guides his search for rhythm and tension on the
streets.

His images move beyond simple documentation, revealing a quiet
choreography of architecture and infrastructure through geometry and spatial
tension. Rooted in the deliberation of a darkroom veteran, Doug visualizes the
final physical print before the shutter is even pressed, preserving a "decisive
moment" of clarity before thought can interfere.
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1) Your work often highlights geometry and repetition in urban
spaces. What draws you to these patterns, and how do you decide
when a scene is visually “complete”?

I've always been drawn to patterns—not only visual ones, but patterns in
systems, behavior, and structure. I spent over 35 years in the construction
industry and founded a company that specialized in creating 3D structural
models. That work depended heavily on pattern recognition to anticipate
problems, identify inefficiencies, and resolve design conflicts before
construction began.

That way of seeing never left me. In photography, I'm constantly looking for
visual order—relationships between line, shape, repetition, rhythm, and tension.
A scene feels complete when those elements resolve into clarity and balance,
when nothing feels unnecessary, and nothing feels missing. It’s less a conscious
decision and more a moment of recognition. I sold my company three years ago
to focus entirely on my art, but the discipline of structure and clarity continues
to shape how I see.

Cosmopolitan Hotel, Las Vegas, Nevada (USA)
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2) How does slowing down shape the way you see and photograph the

city?

My process isn’t always slow. Urban environments are dynamic, and sometimes
light, weather, or activity changes quickly. In those situations, decisions have to
be immediate. When time allows, I'll study a subject carefully and explore
multiple perspectives, distances, and angles to understand how the elements
relate to one another.

With moving subjects—traffic, pedestrians, shifting shadows—the opportunity is
often brief. In those cases, the composition has to be anticipated and mentally
prepared before the moment arrives. Whether the pace is slow or fast, the key is
maintaining awareness and readiness. The city doesn’t wait, so the photographer
has to be prepared to respond.

3) How do you balance formal structure with emotional or
atmospheric presence?

Formal structure comes naturally to me because of my background working with
buildings and spatial systems. Years of analyzing building structures trained my
eye to recognize order, proportion, and alignment

The emotional or atmospheric quality isn’t something I consciously try to add. It
emerges when the formal elements align with the energy of the environment.
Light, weather, scale, and the surrounding activity all contribute to the mood.
When I connect with the subject—architecture and the urban landscape—the
emotional presence becomes a natural byproduct. The structure provides the
framework; the atmosphere gives it life.

4) What role does chance play in your practice compared to careful
composition?

Chance plays a significant role because the city is unpredictable. You never know
how light will fall, how reflections will shift, or what unexpected element might
enter the frame.

At the same time, preparation matters. I use Google Maps and Street View
extensively to pre-scout locations and understand potential compositions before
I arrive. This helps me work efficiently once I'm on site. But preparation only
creates the opportunity—experience and instinct take over in the moment.
Overthinking can disrupt clarity. With experience, the response becomes

immediate, allowing chance and intention to work together
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5) Do you see your work as visual archaeology or documentation of
contemporary urban life?

It depends on the subject. My architectural work is primarily an exploration of
geomelry, abstraction, and visual structure. In many cases, the building becomes
less about its function and more about its form.

My urban work, however, often leans toward observation of contemporary life—
how people move through space, how infrastructure shapes behavior, and how
the city expresses its energy. Between these two areas is a gray zone where the
work can function as both formal study and quiet documentation. I'm less
interested in labeling the work and more interested in how the visual language
communicates the character of the environment.

Valencia Architecture
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6) How do you hope viewers engage with your work in a digital,
fastscroll culture?

I focus on creating work that is authentic to my own perspective rather than
trying to shape how it will be received. When the work comes from a genuine
place, it carries its own integrity.

Once the image is shared, the experience belongs to the viewer. I don’t try to
control interpretation or guide the response. In a fast-scroll culture, many
images are seen quickly and forgotten. If a photograph encourages someone to
pause—even briefly—and look more carefully, then it has done its job. Meaning is
created through the viewer’s experience, not through my explanation.

7) Having received international recognition, including Photographer
of the Year (Artavita, 2025), how has this visibility influenced your
creative direction, if at all?

Recognition hasn’t changed my creative direction. I participate in competitions
largely out of curiosity and enjoyment, without expectation of a particular
outcome.

Awards don’t define the work—they simply reflect that a particular perspective
resonated with someone at a specific moment. My decisions remain independent
of external opinion. If creative direction begins to follow trends or expectations,
the work loses its authenticity. Visibility is appreciated, but the process itself
remains the priority.

8) When working in different cities, what remains consistent in your
approach, and what do you allow each location to change in your
visual language?

My core way of seeing—pattern, structure, geometry, and visual tension—
remains consistent wherever I work.

What changes is my response to the character of the city. In familiar
environments like Vancouver, Tokyo, or Osaka, the connection is immediate
because I understand the visual rhythm and cultural context. In a new city, I
spend time observing without photographing heavily at first. It usually takes a
few days to understand the pace, density, light, and spatial relationships. Once
that connection forms, my response becomes intuitive, and the work begins to
feel natural.
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Japanese Vending Machines, Nara, Japan

9) Can you pinpoint the exact moment or image where you realized

your 'Canadian' eye had been transformed by a 'Japanese'
perspective?

My first visit to Japan in 1990 was a turning point. The experience of being
culturally and visually disoriented heightened my awareness of observation
without assumptions.

Japan presents a unique contrast—deep tradition existing alongside advanced
technology, simplicity alongside complexity. That visual and cultural balance
sharpened my sensitivity to order, density, detail, and restraint. Rather than
thinking in terms of a “Canadian” perspective, the experience encourages me to
rely more on intuition and direct perception, observing what is present rather
than what I expect to see.
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Japanese Vending Machine, Tokyo, Japan

10) In your series on Japanese vending machines, there is a distinct
'spatial tension.! How do you know when a frame has enough
'pressure’ to be a Doug Caplan photograph?

It comes down to experience and self-knowledge. Over time, you develop a clear
internal standard for what aligns with your visual language.

Not every image reaches that level. Out of roughly 100 frames, about 30 may be
technically and compositionally workable. From those, 10 to 20 might be strong
images. Only a few carry the visual tension, clarity, and sense of resolution that
feel fully aligned with my voice. Those are the images that hold enough
“pressure” to become part of the body of work.
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Japanese Vending Machines. Kyoto, Japan

11) Can you describe what it feels like when you finally stumble upon
"the spot" and why is it so important for you to capture the moment
before you even have time to process it?

There’s an immediate recognition when a scene has potential, and occasionally a
stronger sense that something special is present. It creates a moment of focus

and energy.

My first instinct is to think about the final print—how the tones, contrast, and
structure will translate physically. I spent over 20 years working with film and
in the darkroom, where you had to visualize the finished image before ever

seeing it. That discipline continues to guide my digital process. It's important to
work quickly, before analysis introduces preconceived ideas or conditions begin
to change. The decisive moment is not only about timing—it’s about preserving
clarity before thought interferes.
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12) If you could photograph anywhere, what location or building still
calls to you?

Spain made a strong impression on me visually, and I plan to return to continue
exploring its architectural diversity. Modern architecture remains a natural fit
for my architectural work because of its scale, geometry, and clean structural
language.

Dubai interests me for similar reasons—the ambition, vertical scale, and

contemporary design create strong opportunities for formal studies. I plan to
visit this location in the near future.

I would like to return to Hong Kong to spend more time photographing the
Yick Cheong Building. I've made strong images there, but it’s a subject that
invites deeper exploration. Some locations reveal themselves gradually, and
returning allows the work to move beyond first impressions into something
more refined.

it

"

Lo

i

An unexpected urban icon emerges from the texture of the city (Barcelona, Spain)

Doug Caplan
www.douglasedwardcaplan.com
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