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Introduction 
Photography is escapism. We want to see what we can’t with our own eyes—flowing rivers, wild animals, galaxies close-up.  
We long for the distant. 

f/11, 1/200 sec, ISO 200, 24mm, processed in Lightroom - see post-processing section for more info. 
Captured on the Bund in Shanghai)
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Give someone a camera, and their first shots are almost 
always of landscapes, even if they’re just public parks or 
neighbourhoods. Landscape photography seems easy. It 
isn’t, of course, but it’s the easiest to get started in: just look 
at the world, and click.

Cityscapes aren’t so different, though. Turn a mountain 
into a highrise, a river into a road—the biggest differences 
are movement, working exposures around moving lights 
and people. But the fundamentals of capturing a giant, 
overwhelming scene are still there.

Of course, to work around those lights and people—
to understand the effects of movement and lighting on 
photography—involves understanding photo tricks. Long 
exposures, for example, come hand-in-hand with cityscape 
photography these days. Light painting is a more specialized 
technique, but shooting traffic along a winding city road isn’t 
so different.

My point is that, while the three topics of this book might 
seem disconnected, they really flow into each other rather 
naturally. Everyone starts with landscape photography—
it’s the base of any vacation or travel shots. I found that, 
naturally, as I began shooting more long exposures, I 
developed an interest in cities. And the tricks I hope to teach 
you in this book are useful to take with you wherever you go, 
so no matter what kind of shot you want to take, you have 
the knowledge and skillset to do it.

Who am I?

I work at PictureCorrect.com, one of the Internet’s leading 
sources for photography tips and news. I’ve been shooting for 
more years than I can count, and I distribute my best shots 
through photo sites like Flickr, 500px and PictureSocial. I’m 
always honored when people reach out and want to use one 
of my photos—I’ve been able to secure licensing deals with 
book publishers, webmasters, design companies, institutions, 
creative producers and others, mostly from keeping a camera 
with me at all times and a constant exposure to photography 
information at work. I’m grateful that I’ve been able to make a 
living doing what I love, and this book is just the next step in 
helping others find their way along that long, rewarding road.
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A photographer shouldn’t be inhibited by their 
equipment. I prefer to use a DSLR with a good 
sensor when I can, obviously, but if there’s a 
gorgeous, spontaneous photo op and all I have 
is my iPhone, I won’t hesitate to capture the 
moment.

I snapped one of my highest earning images with 
a ContourHD video camera, a GoPro-like helmet 
camcorder with decent image quality. I was 
going over the video footage after the fact and 
found a single frame that I thought might look 
nice as a still. The clients have loved it. I didn’t 
hide the fact that it was from video footage, 
either—they just weren’t very concerned with 
how it was captured as long as it worked for 
their campaigns. That was when I realized how 
any camera can produce an incredible image, 
regardless of fancy hardware. But of course it’s 
always best to try to capture the highest quality 
image possible if time and equipment allow.

In this section, I’ll go through some of the main 
gear expectations most landscape/cityscape 
photographers deal with. Don’t feel obligated 
to buy any of it, especially all at once; your gear 
will be an ever-evolving stream of equipment 
that you’ll buy, sell and upgrade over years and 
years. But it’s important to know what’s out 
there. 
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There are a lot of technical specs to sift 
through when buying a new camera body. 
Before we get into the exact types, there’s 
one myth we need to dispel first: the myth 
of megapixels. 

Megapixels

Professional photographers know that 
megapixels aren’t nearly as important as 
consumers are led to believe. Image sensors  
and low-light performance are much more 
crucial factors when choosing new gear. 

The biggest reason to pay attention to 
megapixels is that a higher megapixel count 
will increase the image’s resolution—meaning 
the image itself will be larger. This is especially 
useful if you shoot wide but plan to crop in later. 

Camera bodies

DSLRs

When it comes to choosing a DSLR, there’s no 
right or wrong decision. It depends entirely on 
personal preferences. 

The two giants of the DSLR world have long 
been Canon and Nikon. In the world of entry-
level DSLRs, the rule of thumb is that Canons 
generally skew towards lighter, plastic bodies 
and user-friendly interfaces, whereas Nikons 
are heavier and sturdier, built with more metal 
parts and appeal to a certain devoted crowd. 
I personally shoot with a Canon, but mostly 
because I started out with a Canon Rebel, and 
began investing in Canon gear from there. Today 
I shoot with a Canon 5D, but I defy you to figure 
out which of my shots came from the Rebel and 
which from the 5D. 

Sony is something of a newcomer to the 
DSLR world, but is rapidly becoming a strong 
contender in the market with quick speeds and 
small, light bodies. Olympus, too, is a unique 
company in that its DSLRs tend to gear towards 
niche photographers and hybrid camera models.

Full-frame or crop sensor?

This subject can be quite confusing, but 
essentially full frame means a sensor that is 
approximately 24mm x 36mm. Photographers 
who focus on landscape and cityscape 
photography should definitely lean toward a full 
frame camera body due to their superior image 
quality, wide-angle options, control over depth of 
field and high ISO performance.
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Back in the days of film the standard film size 
was 35mm format, the same size as a modern 
full frame sensor. When a camera has a smaller 
sensor size than standard film, it’s crop factor 
is the multiplier you use to find the 35mm 
equivalent of a given lens.

Cropped sensors still work fine, and most 
photographers (including myself) started with 
a cropped sensor due to their lower cost. They 
are usually less expensive, lighter in weight, 
and have greater telephoto reach due to their 
crop factor (which can be very useful for nature 
photographers). Don’t worry if you don’t want to 
purchase an expensive full frame body yet, crop 
sensor cameras can still yield amazing results.

But overall, full frame sensors can provide you 
with better image quality in most situations.

Here are some other features you should look 
for in a DSLR:

1. RAW file formats

RAW is the preferred format for professional 
photographers of any style, but it’s especially 
useful for landscape and cityscape 
photographers. That’s because RAW files 
are much more technically complex and rich: 
they’re 12- or 14-bits instead of JPEG’s 8, 
which encompasses over 4,000 color shades—
significantly more than 8-bit shots’ 256 colors.

When editing a colourfully rich landscape shot, 
you want a bit of leeway when it comes to post-
production. Adjusting levels in a RAW file makes 
for a much smoother, more natural editing 
process than when the actual composition of the 
photo is smaller and rougher. 

2. Aperture Priority mode

You might find yourself shooting on Aperture 
Priority mode a lot, this is an important feature.

In landscape photography especially, when deep 
depths of field are important, it’s nice to not 
rely on your speed in manual mode and worry 
foremost about what matters most in landscape 
photography: 

aperture. Also, when taking bracketed shots 
in preparation for a high dynamic range (HDR) 
image—you’re gonna want a consistent aperture 
used in your bracketed sequence - aperture 
priority mode can ensure this.

3. Bracketing 

These days most DSLRs will have something 
called AEB—Automatic Exposure Bracketing. 
With AEB, you can take usually up to three shots 
with a single press of the shutter, with the two 
“extra” shots as safeguards for what you believe 
to be the correctly exposed shot—just in case 
it isn’t. You can adjust the exposure settings of 
the bracketing shots, too. Bracketing is also an 
important feature for doing HDR photography.

Some DSLRs are unique in that they offer AEBs 
that snap up to five bracketed shots or more. 
For cityscape photographers especially, this 
is a handy tool, due to the wide ranging light 
intensities from streets and buildings at night. 

4. Mirror lockup

SLRs offer what’s called a mirror lock-up, or 
MLU. This locks the camera’s internal mirror in 
the “up” position before the shutter is pressed, 
which noticeably reduces the amount of 
movement in the camera itself. 

Basically, just by taking a picture, a digital 
camera will vibrate. When we think of shakiness 
in a picture, we usually associate it with not 
using a tripod. But even using a tripod and 
pushing the shutter down with our fingers 
causes a great deal of blur. 

The way to avoid this is with a remote control 
and tripod set up, but even this requires the 
mirror to snap up, the aperture to open and the 
shutter curtain to expose the sensor. All those 
little machinations cause the camera to vibrate 
all by itself—even without a person touching it.

Mirror lock-up reduces that to the least amount 
of movement possible, allowing your camera to 
remain virtually still while snapping shots on a 
tripod. It’s a great tool for long exposure shots 
and quick multiple bursts.
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5. Live View 

When Live View debuted, it was widely seen 
as a dumbing down of “true photography”—
the distinction between DSLRs and compact 
cameras was always that, to use a “real 
camera”, you had to use the viewfinder. 

Since then, Live View has grown into an 
essential tool for photographers of all stripes. 
One of my favorite uses is manual focus at night. 
With so little light, the bright screen is invaluable 
for zooming in and adjusting the focus at 5x or 
10x magnification. It’s like having a 10x loupe 
magnifier built into your camera.

Some cameras now have tilting screens, too, 
which are useful for awkward angles that render 
the viewfinder useless. Abnormally high or low 
angles are ideal for popping out the screen to 
look at it from wherever you’re standing.

6. High ISO image quality

A great determiner of digital camera quality 
has always been high ISO performance. Low-
quality cameras are marked by their noise—the 
grainy quality images suffer from when taken in 
extremely dark light with a high ISO like 3200 or 
6400. 

Stronger cameras with stronger sensors will 
overcome this noise problem with crisp high-
ISO performance and low grain. When flash 
and tripods aren’t viable options (like at some 
concerts, for example), high ISO is the only 
option. 

Larger sensors, in general, allow for more light 
to be let in, which create all-around brighter, 
more focused pictures. If your image does wind 
up noisier than you’d like, you can also turn 
your image around and own that style: play with 
layers and saturation levels in Photoshop and 
the grain can wind up looking like a more natural 
filter.

Mirrorless models 

Arguably the biggest recent impact on digital 
photography has been the production of 
mirrorless cameras. A mirrorless camera can 
produce the same image quality as a DSLR, but 
within a fraction of the weight and size.

They can afford this by removing the mirror 
from digital SLRs—the thing that we discussed 
above, which is a remnant of film SLRs and 
takes up as much bulky space as the sensor 
itself. In this way, mirrorless cameras are the way 
high-end digital cameras should be made—as 
small as possible to be more efficiently created.

The pros of mirrorless cameras are obvious: the 
size and weight make traveling a breeze unlike 
ever before. They are also, in theory, cheaper 
to make, because they use so many fewer 
mechanical parts. 

Such fewer parts also mean that there are fewer 
opportunities for vibration—no mirror means no 
need for Mirror Lock-Up, and less noise to boot. 

But with the lack of a mirror comes some 
differences. Mirrorless cameras do not have 
optical viewfinders so users mostly rely on the 
Live View LCD screen on the back of the camera 
to compose their shots. Some photographers 
prefer to compose their shots with an optical 
viewfinder and don’t like to rely on LCD screens. 
Some mirrorless models offer electronic 
viewfinders which is essentially a tiny LCD 
screen that acts just like an optical viewfinder.

It’s simply a different experience than a regular 
DSLR. Mirrorless benefits are very compelling 
and many professional photographers that I 
respect have been getting on the mirrorless 
train. I’m still very happy using a DSLR, but my 
next camera may be a mirrorless.
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It’s hard to overstate the importance of a 
good lens. If bodies are the meat, these 
guys are the potatoes. 

More than Photoshop savvy or add-ons like 
flashes and remotes—heck, more than the 
camera body itself—good glass is often the 
biggest difference between a crisp shot and a 
blurry one. And their costs reflect that. 

The good news is that lenses can last forever. 
Even despite a lack of autofocus or image 
stabilization, many old-school photographers 
still use their film SLR lenses on digital bodies. 
That’s because lenses don’t age the way 
camera technology does—a good lens can 
be locked onto any body, which is why many 
photographers who start off with Canon (like I 
did) wind up sticking with the brand their whole 
careers, because that’s what all their lenses 
belong to.

If you’re unfamiliar with lens focal lengths, a 
quick and terribly simple rundown: the smaller 
first number is the widest and farthest-back 
angle, while the larger number is how far you 
can zoom. 

A standard kit lens will be 18-55mm. In a 
standard lens range, anything less than 18 is 
considered quite wide, while anything larger than 
300 is a strong zoom. There are bigger extremes 
on both ends. 

Lenses

To use myself as an example, my primary lens 
is a 24-105mm. I like it for flexibility, and though 
it’s not as wide as I like to get when shooting 
landscapes, it covers a good range in a relatively 
tight package.

If I carry a second lens for a landscape/
cityscape shoot, it would be to complement my 
24-105—I recently picked up a Canon EF 16-35, 
which is a great wide-angle lens and yields even 
better results in landscapes and cityscapes, but 
useless for telephoto subjects.
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There are five general focal length ranges for 
lenses, each with a different purpose:

We’ll start with ultra-wide-angle lenses. Usually 
between 12-18mm, these are ideal for vast, 
expansive landscape shots, but they give a 
different sense than you’d think—because of the 
amount of peripheral vision they offer, they’re the 
closest thing cameras can come to replicating 
human eyesight. That means that when we see 
an ultra-wide shot, we feel immersed in it. Get 
close to objects rather than standing far away. 
Many photojournalists use ultra-wides to get up 
close to subjects and snap a portrait while still 
grabbing a lot of surrounding context: they’ll 
stretch out nearby objects and distort depth 
of field, but without technically distorting the 
image—unlike a fisheye lens, which offers an 
equally wide angle but with unrealistic curvature. 

The next tier of lens would be the wide-angle 
lens, with a 20-35mm range. These will come a 
good deal cheaper than ultra-wides on average, 
so if you’re a beginner, you’re more likely to be 
grabbing one of these. But they are still terrific 
for all-encompassing landscape shots. They’re 
often light, small and heavy-duty enough to 
endure trekking a mountain to grab a heavenly 
sunset snapshot. Whether you’re standing 
far away for a wide vantage point or want to 
play with foreground/background sizes, you’ll 
definitely need a wide-angle in your gear bag.

If you want a more more versatility in a single 
lens, a mid-range zoom is a good bet. With 
an average of 24-70mm reach and often pretty 
fast apertures of around f/2.4, they encompass 
the breadth of standard fast prime lenses (like 
50mm fixed lenses) and offer something a bit 
more extensive than the standard 18-55mm kit 
lens. A lot of photographers say to skip the mid-
range zoom, since it’s neither a strong zoom nor 
a strong wide-angle, but when you’re shooting 
landscapes and don’t want to lug around a lot 
of gear, simplifying can be great for saving time, 
not to mention space and weight in your bag. 

If you plan on shooting subjects from far away—
across cliffs or from building tops—you’ll likely 
want a medium telephoto lens, something 
between 70-300mm. I rarely carry one around 
because I usually am looking for wide angles 
in landscapes—which this is definitely not. 
Nevertheless, they’re incredibly useful for 
grabbing faraway details like flowers, people or 
statues that I wouldn’t normally see otherwise.

Lastly, there’s the titanic super telephoto 
lenses, 400-800mm. These guys are hefty, 
expensive beasts that will certainly double (if 
not triple) the cost of your entire pre-existing 
camera gear. I tried a friend’s once for fun but 
haven’t needed one ever since; they’re common 
for sports or wildlife photographers who want 
to grab quick closeups from the sidelines. 
Otherwise, the fact that 400mm is its widest 
setting makes them incredibly restrictive for 
landscape photography, and frankly a burden to 
lug around and switch on and off your camera 
body. 

Lens Verdict

When I travel, I like to keep my kit light and 
usually just rely on my 24-105mm lens, which 
encompasses the wide-angle, mid-range and 
telephoto span thus covering me for most 
situations. However if I know I won’t need much 
zoom power where I’m going then I take my 16-
35mm as it ultimately produces better results for 
landscapes and cityscapes.

If you invest in a lens with capability 
anywhere within the range of 12-35mm;  
I think you will be happy with that decision 
for landscape and cityscape photography.
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Tripods are pretty much essential for 
landscape and cityscape photography, 
because so much of it depends on 
stillness—especially at night, when long 
exposures become attractive. Especially 
if you plan on exploring the world of HDR 
photography you will need the camera to 
remain absolutely still through bracketed 
shot sequences.

When shooting with a tripod, you want to 
capitalize on speed where you can. If it takes 
you a long time setting up your equipment for 
each photograph, your going to find yourself 
taking a lot less shots. 

You’re going to want a tripod that’s quick to 
adjust and get situated.

The biggest considerations are weight and 
sturdiness. For my Canon 5D—one of the 
heaviest cameras on the market—I use a 
Really Right Stuff TVC-33S with a BH-55 LR 
ballhead and L-plate, which is admittedly 
quite expensive and not necessary for every 
photographer. I shoot enough landscapes and 
cityscapes that I felt my career justified the cost. 
I love it’s features and have never regretted the 
investment.

Tripods
I didn’t start out with that setup, of course.  
I used to have a smaller Sirui travel tripod, which 
worked fine to prop up my camera in normal 
weather conditions. The best factor was that it 
fit really neatly into my luggage, which is great to 
avoid checking luggage on planes. The problem 
was that, because it was lighter, it was quite 
vulnerable to motion from the wind and my long-
exposure images came out blurry unless the 
weather cooperated. It also took a lot more time 
to set up because there were five incremental leg 
extensions instead of three, which is standard 
for heavier-duty tripods.
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There’s a great deal of debate surrounding 
whether filters are necessary on every 
lens in your kit. Some will argue that if 
you’re spending $1,000 on a lens, you 
ought to protect it—I use a B+W 77mm UV 
filter to protect mine, which causes little 
discernible difference in the end result, 
but simply protects my lenses from getting 
scratched.

Others will claim that a cheap filter (“cheap” is 
often classified as “less than $100”) will create 
unwanted flare or mug up the image quality. 
This is certainly true of some brands: it’s best 
to do research and test out a few filters before 
purchasing one, if it’s just for protection and not 
any added effect. (UV filters are common for 
this.) 

Filters
That said, if you want a filter with some 
usefulness, there are loads to shop for to 
benefit your landscape shots. Like I mentioned 
earlier, neutral density (ND) filters are great for 
long exposures during daylight hours, because 
they darken the image enough to balance out 
the light let in by leaving your shutter open for 
seconds at a time, allowing you to shoot foggy, 
dreamlike waterfalls straight out of Narnia. 

Another practical filter is a polarizer. These 
tend to take the harsh edge off bright whites 
and bring color out of gray areas, but most 
importantly, they cut reflections out of water and 
glass—an effect that’s technically possible to 
replicate in Photoshop after the fact, but difficult 
enough that it’s worthwhile just to buy the filter. 

A lot of landscape photographers also like to 
shoot with a graduated density filter. This is 
similar to neutral density, except instead of 
covering the entire lens, it creates a gradual 
effect from neutral density near to the top to 
normal colorization at the bottom. It’s purely for 
bright landscapes—ideal for when the sky is a 
harsh brightness, but you don’t want to darken 
the bottom half of the frame along with it. 

Common HDR techniques can solve this 
problem in post-production, but it’s usually 
visible to the naked eye that photos are 
retouched like that; a graduated density filter 
creates a subtler, more natural image.

(And, like every instance of in-camera-versus-
post-production, using a filter often takes way 
less time.)
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What does all of this mean?

Aperture ultimately controls the depth of field, 
which is itself measured as “shallow” or “deep”. 
A deep depth of field means everything will be 
more in focus—including the background and 
foreground almost equally. A shallow depth of 
field means that your subject will be in focus, but 
your background won’t be; this is what’s called 
“bokeh”, when the background of an image is 
gently blurred. The quality of many high-end 
lenses is determined by the quality of their 
bokeh. 

It helps to think of this one, visually, as a 
standard school ruler, from 1 inch to 12 inches. 
Focal length refers to what’s in focus. If your 
depth of field is shallow and your focus is 2 
inches away, whatever’s sitting at 6 inches and 
beyond won’t be in focus. But if it’s a deep focal 
length, you can range what’s in focus from 2 
until maybe 8 inches.

The wider your aperture, the shallower your 
depth of field—f/1.2, for example, is a very wide 
aperture, so your camera lens will be big and 
open, also letting in a lot of light. You’ll have to 
fiddle with your ISO and shutter speed to find a 
balance so the shot isn’t overexposed.

If you want a deeper depth of field, you’ll need 
a narrower aperture—something like f/16, which 
will create a consistently detailed image.

Typically, when capturing cities and landscapes, 
deeper depths of field are more desirable, so 
every detail of the frame appears in focus. This 
calls for a narrow aperture, or high f-stop. 

To take good photos, you need to 
understand good photography. While 
it’s true that no amount of technical 
knowledge can match up to natural 
ability, the opposite also holds true—no 
amount of raw talent can teach you the 
fundamentals of what is, truly, a very 
technical art form.  

In order to properly control what’s in 
your foreground, background and center, 
you’ll need a basic grasp of how the 
manual functions of an SLR work. It’s not 
too hard—we’ll go through it here.

Setting the Aperture
Aperture confuses a lot of beginners because it 
has a lot of phrases that ultimately refer to the 
same thing: aperture, f-stop and depth of field 
are all pretty much synonymous. 

Here’s how it works: you adjust your f-stop to 
control your aperture, which affects your depth 
of field. So, on a purely technical level, you’re 
only really dealing with f-stops on the screen of 
a camera. 

On most lenses, f-stops generally range from 
4.5 to 8 or so, but various lenses will emphasize 
low-light condition, offering f-stops as low as  
0.5 or 1.2. 

What an aperture actually looks like set at f8. 20130325-025-of-365 by Calgary Reviews.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/51930963@N02/8590435785
https://www.flickr.com/photos/calgaryreviews/
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A standard f-stop is f/8, which lead to the old 
photojournalism adage: “f/8 and be there.” It 
means that, as long as your camera’s set to f/8, 
all you need to do is show up to the scene and 
your shots will  turn out at least decently. 

If it sounds like an oversimplification, you 
might be underestimating the importance 
of aperture. When you see a rich landscape 
photo, you need it to be all in focus. I tend to 
leave my camera on “aperture priority” mode, 
because even if the shot is framed and lit 
beautifully, if the foreground trees are in focus 
and the background mountain isn’t, the shot 
is irreparably ruined. You can fix lighting in 
Photoshop, but you can’t fix focus.

Aperture is priority #1 for landscape & cityscape 
photography—try to use f/8 or higher when 
possible.

Setting the Shutter Speed
The camera shutter is the photographic term for 
the mechanism that opens and shuts to expose 
the sensor. Shutter speed, then, is how long that 
shutter stays open for. 

Non-tripod hand-held shutter speeds commonly 
range from 1/100th to 1/500th of a second. The 
fractions in these numbers can be confusing, 
and those just starting out often get the system 
backwards, because they see the “500” and 
assume that’s a larger number than “100”. In 
fact, 1” represents one second, and 1/500” is 
one five-hundredth of a second—meaning 1/100 
is a longer exposure than 1/500. 

Select a higher f-stop like f13 to make sure you have a deep depth of field.

Beyond that, shutter speed is actually a pretty 
easy concept. The longer your shutter is open, 
the more light and potential motion your photo 
is exposed to. This is great at night, when there 
isn’t a lot of light and you want to let as much in 
as possible—you can turn a sliver of moonlight 
into a mystical blaze. But you’ll need a tripod 
or sturdy surface, because your hand probably 
won’t be able to keep the image steady for 
the full time. During anything longer than 1/60, 
shooting without a tripod is risky, because the 
shutter will record every shake and gesture your 
hand makes, no matter how subtle. 

Here’s a visual metaphor: Think of your camera 
as tightly sealed box, and light as a gas. If you 
open the box for 1/800th of a second, you’ll 
barely let in any gas. If you leave you box open 
for 1/100ths of a second, you’ll let in way more 
gas—eight times as much. If you leave your box 
open for two full seconds, your box will probably 
fill up with gas entirely.
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Which shutter speed is best for 
landscapes and cityscapes?

To be honest, because I usually shoot in aperture 
priority mode—I don’t often adjust the shutter 
speed manually. Your camera’s Aperture priority 
mode will automatically adjust the shutter speed 
to balance the amount of light you’re letting in 
with your aperture. That’s the whole point of 
Aperture Priority mode: it lets you focus on your 
aperture, and conforms the rest of the manual 
settings to it.

For landscape and cityscape photography I often 
only worry about shutter speed when I don’t 
have a tripod or if I want to blur the motion of 
something. For faster shutter speeds, lower the 
f-stop. For slower shutter speeds, raise the f-stop.

Setting the ISO
ISO speed controls how sensitive your camera 
sensor is to light. It is a crucial control to image 
quality and is very important to understand for 
variable lighting conditions.

The most important thing to know about ISO is 
that raising it causes “noise” to creep into your 
images, the higher the ISO the more noise in 
your images. Noise is the digital equal of film 
grain and essentially lowers the quality of your 
images (noise is essentially tiny colored dots). 

When I shoot landscapes and cities during the 
day, I’ll pretty much leave my camera on the 
lowest ISO possible. In sunlight, that’s usually 
ISO 100, or something around there. I try to 
always use the lowest ISO possible for any 

given conditions, but I’m not afraid to raise 
my ISO when it can help.

Example times when raising the ISO can help:

  If it’s unexpectedly dark and you’re caught 
without a tripod, a high ISO—even if it gets a 
little grainy around 3200 or higher—can be a 
saving grace—raising the ISO can help you 
achieve faster shutter speeds so you can hand- 
hold shots without them turning out blurry.

  You are photographing traffic late at night and 
you want less light streaks from headlights, 
raising the ISO will allow you to use shorter 
shutter speeds.

  You are in a windy area taking sunset shots, 
longer shutter speed shots are more susceptible 
to camera movement from wind even on a 
tripod, might as well take some shorter shutter 
speed shots at a higher ISO speed just in case 
just to make sure you get a sharp one.

  I personally don’t like flash photography very 
much—a high ISO speed can allow you to 
take photos in dark or indoor conditions where 
other photographers are using flash.

  You are in a busy area of the city and people 
are bumping into your tripod and the ground 
might even be shaking. Raising the ISO speed 
in order to use faster shutter speeds can help.

Select a low ISO speed (usually).
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Setting the White Balance 
Every light is tinted a different color—you might 
just not be able to see it. You might notice that 
taking photos on cloudy days produces a bluer 
tint than normal, or that shooting under a canopy 
of trees will tinge your whole shot green. 

That’s called color casting, and it’s what 
happens when light is absorbed by certain 
colors and bounced back out. Cameras can 
detect this casting; our eyes can’t.

The answer is to tweak your camera’s white 
balance. While every camera comes with an 
Auto White Balance (AWB) setting, and AWB 
is often pretty effective, sometimes it misses 
the mark, or produces a compromised grayish 
quality. I usually leave my camera on AWB on 
days with unpredictable weather or simple 
lighting, but if the weather is consistent, it’s best 
to stick to a single weather pattern.

Types of lighting

For outdoor shots, white balancing options 
include daylight, overcast and shade (shadier 
tends to be bluer), although some cameras offer 
special presets for snowy scenes and beaches 
because the whiteness of the sand and snow 
tend to blind the sensor. There’s also a white 
balance preset for when you use the flash, 
because a camera flash will also tint a scene 
towards the yellowish/reddish scale.

Indoors, you’ll find two common light bulb 
options, tungsten (yellowish tint) and fluorescent 
(greenish/bluish tint).   

Setting the Metering Mode 
Even when photos look bright, eyeballing a 
shot can only take you so far. Light, especially 
for when you’re printing photos, should be an 
objective, scientific measurement. Light meters 
take care of that.  

Metering is the what your camera does when it 
judges an amount of light to decide on a shutter 
speed and aperture. Some film cameras never 
had this—in which case photographers needed 
an external light meter to judge how bright a 
spot was. Now, every camera has a built-in light 
meter. (Although professionals still use external 
meters when precision is key.)

The metering types

At its most basic metering allows you to dictate 
which subjects in your frame should be “properly 
exposed.” The three types of metering are 
evaluative metering (a Canon term; Nikons know 
this as “matrix metering”), center-weighted 
metering and partial metering, a variant of spot 
metering.  

Evaluative (also called Matrix) metering is the 
common one. I leave my camera on evaluative, 
and you likely will also. Evaluative metering 
casts a wide net of potential lighting options 
and segments them into zones, after which it 
finds your focal point and measures the light of 
the entire frame based on that, often accurately. 
Simply put, evaluative metering helps your 

camera choose an exposure based on how 
bright the scene is as a whole.

Center-weighted metering does what it sounds 
like: it chooses your exposure based on how 
bright the center of your frame is. 

Spot metering works similarly but you can 
choose which focus area or spot on your frame 
that you want to meter from. Instead of taking 
several readings all over the subject, your 
camera’s spot meter takes one from a tiny area 
of the subject.

Partial metering is similar to spot metering 
but acts a little bit more broadly. Spot metering 
measures roughly 2.5% of the viewfinder area in 
some cameras while partial metering measures 
roughly 6.5%. It’s easier to set up shots quickly 
and works sell for backlit photos—say, someone 
standing against a sunset.

Flash Off 
There are a few situations, yes, where flash can 
help you cast a little more light on a landscape/
cityscape subject in the foreground, but I 
honestly never use mine for landscapes or 
cityscapes. For essentially all the techniques 
listed in this eBook you should assume the flash 
is OFF.
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RAW or JPEG
You’ll have two output shooting options: do you 
want your files to be in RAW or JPEG? 

The answer is RAW. It’s pretty definitive, actually, 
if you’re trying to be a professional at all.  
(Or even aiming for professional-grade photos 
for fun.)

The difference is simple: RAW files are enormous 
and richly detailed; JPEGs are smaller and 
quicker to work with. JPEGS are fine if all you 
want is to upload shots directly onto Facebook, 
but if you’re planning on doing any post-
production in Lightroom or Photoshop, RAW  
is the way to go.  

I used to use JPEGs because they were smaller 
and uploaded faster to my computer, but the 
advantages of RAW outweigh that too much. 
On a single exposure, a RAW file produces a 
much more flexible ground from which you can 
edit color, contrast and light.  

Setting the Focus 
It takes years of shooting to train your eye to 
identify what’s in focus versus what isn’t. As a 
result, most photographers just starting out tend 
to leave the focus on automatic and not worry 
about managing it. 

But autofocus isn’t perfect. A lot of times, 
autofocus has no way of knowing what you want 
to focus on. If you’re shooting a flower in front of 
a mountain range with a very shallow depth of 

field, you might want to focus on the flower, but 
your camera might easily assume you want the 
mountain in focus. 

There are three preset ways to control autofocus: 
all points focus, flexible focus (also known as 
multi-point) and center point focus. 

Center point focus is the most common, and the 
one I use the most. It means you’ve got to first 
center your image, then press the shutter down 
halfway to lock whatever’s in the center of the 
frame in focus. After that, as long as you don’t 
take any steps forward or back, you can adjust 
your camera around to arrange the composition 
however you like. 

All points focus is useful for moving objects—
animals, sports, or anything that would make it 
impossible to center and set up a composition. 
In landscape and cityscape photography, this 
isn’t as common, but it’s good to use if you want 
to snap any street shots or animals while you’re 
out on a shoot.

Flexible focus is a hybrid of the two, wherein 
you’re letting your camera decide which of the 
focal styles to use—a centered style or a multi-
point one. This would be useful if you’re not sure 
what you’re going to find in a landscape shot, 
and you want to be prepared for anything. 

Choosing a subject to focus on.
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Switch to manual focus and use the LCD screen settings to zoom in on what you see in the shot  
(zoom x10).

Once zoomed in adjust the lens focus until the edges of your subect are crisp in focus. This often works 
better than autofocus.

Focusing in low light–invaluable trick!

Focus trick when autofocus fails 

Auto-focusing at night is extremely difficult, because cameras can only 
focus properly in bright light. (That’s why flashes are necessary.) 

One way to ensure a tight focus at night, or any time your autofocus is 
on the fritz, is to switch to manual focus mode and turn on your camera’s 
LiveView screen option. Zoom all the way into a shot using the screen and 
focus it that way—as long as the edges are sharp, once you zoom back 
out, it will stay that way. 

Turn off image stabilization for long exposures

When it comes to long exposure shots, image stabilization may be your 
worst enemy. The problem happens when the IS motor will suddenly 
detect its own vibrations, causing the tripod to shift and subtly amplify 
the movements. The quality of tripod or camera doesn’t matter—it’s just a 
weird glitch in the physics of digital photography.

The end result will be fuzzy, but you can solve the problem by turning off IS 
on long exposures—which you don’t even need anyway, since you’re using 
a tripod. 
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Exposure bracketing is kind of a luxury.  
If you have the time for it, it can save you  
a tremendous amount of pain and time spent 
digital retouching after the fact. 

Exposure bracketing does what it sounds like 
it does: it means you’re bracketing your shot 
with two others, one over-exposed and one 
under-exposed. The idea is a safeguard and can 
also prep you for a high dynamic range image if 
you decide to go that route in post-processing. 
You’re protecting yourself against your camera’s 
auto-exposure settings. The idea is that your 
camera’s light meter, if you let it automatically 
select an aperture and shutter speed, might get 
the light wrong—it could see a skier standing 
in a field of snow and  exposure the shot so the 
snow doesn’t seem so blindingly bright, which 
in turn transforms the skier into a shadow. The 
opposite may also be true, and your light meter 
may incorrectly assume a shot is too dark when 
it’s exposed the way you want it to be.

And what if the shot is a one-of-a-kind 
opportunity? You can’t risk over- or under-
exposing your shot, so you’d bracket it between 
two safety shots: one possibly over-exposed, 
and one possibly under. For really great shots 
I often blend the best attributes of each of the 
bracketed shots together for a high dynamic 
range image so everything in the photo is 
perfectly exposed (learn more about this in the 
post-processing section later on in the eBook).

Setting the Exposure Bracketing
For landscape shots, I tend to take three 
bracketed shots (-1, 0, +1).

When I shoot cities, I sometimes bump that 
number up to five shots, with two brackets on 
either side (-2, -1, 0, +1, +2). Because cities tend 
to offer a lot more light spots and dark spots, 
it’s good to have the balance available to you, 
especially when bringing the shot into post-
production.

Usually, if the original shot is good enough, I can 
work with that alone in Lightroom or Photoshop 
and not bother with the bracketed ones. This 
isn’t always the case, which is why it’s good to 
have a backup—you can never really tell until 
you upload them on your computer afterwards. 
I sometimes find myself processing one of the 
higher exposed bracketed shots instead of the 
primary exposure because the extra light often 
makes the final result more dramatic.

But like I said at the beginning: exposure 
bracketing is a luxury. If you’ve got the time for 
it, it’s nice; if you’re on a brisk schedule or can’t 
stop every time, though, it’s fine to just take one 
or two shots and not worry about setting up your 
tripod to take multiple exposures every time.

Setting 3-shot exposure bracketing. 3 shots is usually good for 
landscapes.

Switching from 3 shot to 5 shot exposure bracketing.

Setting your 5 shot exposure bracketing increments.
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Setting the self-timer to 
reduce camera shake
Typically, when we think of using the self-timer, 
we think of family gatherings where one guy 
sets up the shot, sets the timer to five seconds 
and rushes into the frame with only a second to 
spare. 

But professionals can use the self-timer also, 
and not just for self-portraits. The benefit is that 
the self-timer takes a shot regardless of whether 
you’re pushing a button—and, when it comes to 
things like long exposures or bracketed shots on 
tripods, you need the shots to be identical and 
unmoving. 

Try setting up a shot with a two-second self-
timer to avoid any motion blur from your finger 
touching the shutter. This technique is also 
useful for handheld HDR shots during the day 
or dusk, because the self-timer can be set up to 
take multiple shots in a row. Again, bypassing 
any possible motion blur is a huge benefit here—
whenever you can avoid touching the camera to 
take a shot, it helps.

Selecting the 2 second self-timer to prevent blur from camera shake.



Final result after post processing, combining the best attributes of the 5 exposures. Processed using Lightroom, Photomatix, Adobe Bridge, and Photoshop. See post-processing section for more info.  
Note that it was taken through a window which isn’t ideal, but it’s just meant to be an example of how to setup for a shot anywhere.

f/13, 15 seconds, ISO 100, 24mm-2 exposure -1 exposure +2 exposure+1 exposure

http://www.hdrsoft.com/order.php?id=171&redir=h
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f/14, 1/15 sec, ISO 100, 28mm, 
processed in Lightroom.



Have you ever been to New Zealand? Have you seen its 
switchback roads twisting along mountain ranges, or its mossy 
green pebbles scattered across the shore? Have you looked 
up to find stormclouds closing around you in one of the world’s 
most dramatic landscapes?

Even if your answer is “no,” you still might have seen what  
I mean. When you see a beautiful image of a faraway place, 
it’s more than just a postcard: photographers want to transport 
people to different places, even for just a moment.

As landscape photographers, it’s our job to catch the 
emotional essence of a place and show it to others. We want 
to inspire people with the beauty of a world they might never 
even have known existed.

That’s the difference between a vacation photo and a 
landscape one: vacation snaps are mementos; landscape 
shots are invitations.

The pursuit of a great landscape photo can take you on 
adventures across the world!

Landscape art is as old as art itself. Cave drawings, Chinese 
murals and Minoan Greek frescoes are all ways of portraying 
the world around the artist. That so many cultures across so 
many eons have portrayed Earth in different ways tells us that 
fundamentals definitely exist. 

Some photos may look spontaneous and lucky—a streak of 
lightning, a fish leaping up out of a river—but this game has 
rules, and if you know the rules, you can take as good a shot 
as anyone. You don’t need fancy technology. 

As a landscape photographer, you need to be aware of two 
basic concepts: what to look for, and how to shoot it. Not all 
great landscapes make great photo—oftentimes, valleys that 
might seem dazzlingly wide in person will make boring shots, 
while less obvious angles turn out great in-camera. 

A lot of this will be trial and error, but trust me: it’s worth the 
errors. By the end of this section, you’ll have the skills to take 
your vacation photos one step further. You’ll know how to 
best show off streams, clouds and beaches, regardless of the 
weather. You’ll get how to make your camera capture a sunset 
the way you do. 

And, most importantly, you’ll be able to see the world a whole 
new way.
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The Golden Hours f/11, 1/100 sec, ISO 200, 58mm, took 3 bracketed shots this was the -1 exposure, processed in Lightroom.

Of all 24 hours in a day, only two mean 
anything to photographers: the hour after 
sunrise, and the hour before sunset. That’s 
when the sun does its magic, casting a 
heavenly golden glow over the world, 
making mountains shine and lakes sparkle 
beautifully, hence the name. 

Photographers crave this light—it’s ideal for 
weddings, portraits and, of course, landscapes. 

Remember, though: the word “hour” there is 
pretty loose. Depending on the time of year and 
where in the world you are, the golden hour can 
last anywhere from 20 minutes to well over an 
hour. If clouds are passing by, the whole thing 

might only be useful for 10 minutes—that’s 
why the elusive moment is so desirable among 
professional photographers, and why setting 
up the right shot in advance is so crucial. If you 
get it right, the golden hours are pretty much 
guaranteed to enhance any landscape shot.
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How do the golden hours work?

When the sun is below six degrees above the 
horizon, it casts a warm, diffused soft light onto 
the world. Because the sun shines basically level 
with the Earth’s surface, it eliminates awkward 
shadows that an overhead sun would cast over 
mountain peaks. 

If you adjust your exposure and aperture 
correctly, you can also bring out the orange that 
a bright, low sun casts across the sky. 

How to best capture the golden hour

If you want a pristine landscape, set your alarm 
early. Sunsets are great, but I defy you to try and 
find a landscape that’s less crowded during sunset 
than sunrise. Even if avoiding crowds isn’t an 
issue, showing up early is a good idea so you can 
find the best spot to stand your tripod and adjust 
your manual settings.

Early morning in nature is often dewier than the late 
afternoon. This can be great for misty mountain 
shots, or awful for your camera if it fogs up. 

The golden hour is also an ideal time to play 
around with an ND filter and nab a few magical 
long exposures of flowing clouds or water. Use a 
low ISO and high aperture with a low shutter speed, 
and the sun’s glow can capture a beautiful moment. 

Using multiple exposures

Golden hour shots offer a rich natural warmth 
that’s difficult to accurately match in post-
production. That said, if you’re shooting into the 
sun at this hour—which you might very well be, if 
you want to capture the purple or orange rays cast 
over the clouds, or above an ocean—it’s a good 
idea to use exposure bracketing for high dynamic 
range (HDR), a method of composing multiple 
exposures in post-production that balance out 
various conflicting exposures.

We’ll talk more about shooting sunrises and 
sunsets in the next section. But for now, know that 
exposure bracketing is a great idea even if you’re 
not shooting into the sun, because when the 
golden hour lasts as briefly as it does, you want to 
guarantee that at least one of your shots turns out 
great and make HDR processing a possibility.

Primary shot f/16, 1/25 sec, ISO 200, 24mm, processed the primary 
shot in Lightroom, processed the bracketed shots in photomatix, 
opened both those resulting images as layers in photoshop, used 
photoshop to combine the best attributes of both images using 
the layer mask tool, for example parts of the grass are HDR – see 
processing section for more info.

http://www.hdrsoft.com/order.php?id=171&redir=h
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Even once a golden hour has disappeared, it’s common for photographers to keep shooting—they know full well that the photography 
oasis has passed, but they’ve got everything set up, and the lighting, while visibly darker (in the evening) or harsher (in the morning), 
is still workable.

What’s nice about sunset or sunrise photography after the golden hour is that you’ve got a much more comfortable window to play 
around with. You don’t want to waste a precious second of that golden moment, but after it’s gone, who cares?

Sunsets and Sunrises

f/5, 1/6 sec, ISO 100, 47mm, took 5 bracketed shots–processed -2 in Lightroom.
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Shooting sunsets

The time between a sunset and absolute 
darkness is also a great chance to play around 
with dark, moody shots: the sky is a deep azure 
but far from black, and you can capture brilliantly 
deep blues and purples that would be difficult 
otherwise. 

As with any dark shooting, be wary of cranking 
up your ISO too high if you can avoid it. 

Generally, with landscapes, a tripod and longer 
shutter speed works better and reduces noise. 

f/4, 1/6 sec, ISO 50, 32mm, processed in Lightroom.

General tips

As with any type of photography, though, you’ll 
want to take some time to set up your shot. 

Framing and lighting is essential. Assuming 
everything else stays constant, you’ll need to 
lengthen your shutter speed to compensate for 
the lack of light in the evening. The lack of direct 
sunlight will actually make balancing the light a 
bit easier, but exposure bracketing is still a good 
idea if you want to blend images together and 
work around difficult exposures. 

Just to play it safe, try a number of different 
exposures and apertures, in case you don’t 
notice something out of focus on your screen 
and want to guarantee a safety. You should toy 
around with the white balance, too—because 
automatic so often loses sharp colors, cloudy 
or shade are often better settings, because they 
assume the image is too cold and bring out the 
warm tones.

Shooting sunrises

The hour after sunrise is a bit more difficult, 
because the sunlight will likely be generic and 
harsh, casting tough shadows downward. It’s 
still workable, though, and better for shadow 
control than noontime, so go out and find as 
many cool angles as you can before 11 o’clock 
if you’re out for the whole morning. 

Light after a sunrise will look whiter and less 
appealing, losing that golden hue that makes 
the golden hour so sought after. 
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Shooting into the Sun f/11, 1/125 sec, ISO 200, 70mm, took 3 bracketed shots–processed -1 in Lightroom

Mama always told you never to look directly 
into the sun. She was right—but at the right 
time and with a strong lens in front of you, 
sometimes there’s nothing better. 

As a preface to all this: Shooting into the sun 
can potentially be dangerous to your eyes and 
damaging to your equipment during regular 
daylight hours. Again, this is a golden hour 
technique—or moments before.

That said, using the sun as a backdrop to any 
landscape or cityscape shot can add loads of 
drama, great depth of field and sometimes a 
very cool perspective. If clouds are blocking your 
gorgeous sunset, use them to your advantage: 
look for leading lines streaming out from the 
background. If you’re shooting a portrait, rather 
than using the golden rays as a spotlight, flip 
your angle and silhouette your subject against 
the sky. 

Depending on your angle, lens and filter, you 
can also use lens flare to your advantage—
something a lot of photographers will add in 
Photoshop if there isn’t any, though it’s very 
tricky, because the wrong angle can throw off 
the whole shot. As usual, the best way is to find 
it naturally. 
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The sunstar effect—also known as the 
starburst effect—is what happens when 
the sun explodes in a contained, star-
like shape in your image. Starbursts are 
great for adding a bit of depth, a splash 
of white or a focal point to your shot; they 
make great compositional additions to any 
landscape whenever the sun is shining, 
and even make a good excuse to shoot 
into the sun. Too often photographers 
hunt for the sun shedding light on their 
landscapes at the right angle—think of 
the sunstar as a tool to use when you’re 
inescapably facing the sun itself; a get-out-
of-blindness-free tool, if you will.

Sunstar Effect

f/16, 1/40 sec, ISO 100, 24mm, the high f-stop kicks off the sunstar effect, the high contrast of the trees helps accentuate it, 
and we were even able to get two sunstars due to the reflection from the stream.
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Use a small aperture (high f/stop)

The smaller the aperture you use, the longer 
and more pronounced the rays of your sunstar 
will be. You’re going to want to use an aperture 
smaller than f/11. Sometimes its fun to stop all 
the way down to f/22 just to see how it turns out.

However, if you do use such a small aperture, 
you may reduce your image quality and 
sharpness due to diffraction. So you will have 
to make a personal decision about whether you 
want to sacrifice some image quality for a great 
sunstar.

Control the light

With the sun pounding away in the frame, 
you’ll need to manage your light levels very 
deliberately. For metering, it’s a good idea 
to spot meter to a point in the frame that 
excludes the sun. Be sure not to let your camera 
automatically expose your image with the sun, 
because it will likely try to turn the sun into a 
mid-range exposure, vastly underexposing the 
rest of your shot.

Your shutter speed will vastly depend on the 
given scenario and time of day; in general, make 
sure your shot is a little over-exposured to give 
the sun’s beams room to shine. You can always 
fix any exposure issues in post-production if 
necessary.

You can also control the size of the starburst by 
placing the sun behind certain objects, such as 
rocks or trees. The contrast between the barrier 
and the sun will help make it more visible, and 
you’ll notice that by scootching ever-so-little to 
the left or right, you can make larger or smaller 
the beams’ size, too. You can also replicate this 
with the horizon line during a very specific time 
of day, with very specific weather conditions, 
at sunset or sunrise. In general, the greater the 
contrast between barrier and sun, the greater the 
sunstar itself. 

Keep it clean

The cleaner the light reaching your camera’s 
sensor, the stronger the sunstar will be. 
Distractions will all weaken it—diffused light from 
clouds, fog, mist, even lens filters is harmful for a 
thriving sunstar. 

While you might assume a circular polarizer 
or graduated ND filter would be ideal here for 
controlling exposure, they’re actually more likely 
to create unwanted reflections, so ditch those in 
favor of a clean, crisp lens. 
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You probably already know about the rule of thirds but this is a landscape book after all so we need to mention it. All landscape 
photographers should be aware of what the rule is so they can use it if they choose. This rule should be viewed as totally optional,  
but it is a valuable guide to creating visually pleasing and well-balanced images.

One of the oldest concepts in art—not just photography, but all of art itself—is the rule of thirds. If you’re unfamiliar with this rule, it simply 
states that images look nice when they’re divided into threes. Imagine a tic-tac-toe grid overlaying your image: three lines up and down, 
three downs left-to-right. 

Consider almost any shot of a mountain: sky fills the top third, the mountain range is in the middle, and there’s a good deal of grass or a 
valley beneath that. Three big areas, three sections of the frame.

The Rule of Thirds

Place points of interest in the intersections or along the lines (f18, 
0.6 seconds, ISO 100, 28mm, processed in Lightroom

Hitting the thirds position

The “third position” is the intersection of this 
tic-tac-toe board. There are four thirds positions, 
making up the points of the rectangle in the 
middle of the frame. 

If you’re working with any particular subject, 
try popping it into the thirds position instead 
of the middle. Symmetry works sometimes, 
but shooting off-center gives off a feeling of 
movement and fluidity. If you’re focusing on a 
tree in the woods, rather than framing it centrally, 
try placing it in the left or right third of the frame. 
You’ll notice the difference: rather than looking 
static and square, your shot will look more 
appealing. 
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Fibonacci spiral. CC: Dicklyon

Why cut them into thirds?

Images divided into third exude an inexplicably 
peaceful vibe. They feel comforting to look at, 
like they’re naturally meant to be that way. 

Some believe the rule of thirds is a spinoff from a 
famous mathematical sequence known as the 
Golden Mean, Divine Ratio or Fibonacci Sequence. 
Not to get too technical, the sequence (developed 
in 1200 A.D. by Leonardo Fibonacci) means 
that you start with 0 and 1, and add the last two 
numbers in the sequence together. Like this:

0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8...

(Explanation: 0+1 = 1, 1+1 = 2, 1+2 = 3, 2+3=5, 
3+5=8...)

...And so forth. But how do we visualize it? The 
answer comes from the difference between 
the numbers: the next number in the sequence 
is roughly 1.618 times the previous one. In 
mathematics, 1.618 is known as “phi”. 

Visually, this means the frame is repeatedly 
divided into 1.618, with arches connecting one 
corner of a square or rectangle to the next. 

This becomes an ongoing spiral, and is a 
more technical version of the rule of thirds that 
painters, designers and illustrators have been 
using for centuries. It creates a natural sense 
of flow in the direction of the spiral—no matter 
where on the frame it sits, the focal point will lie 
on a corner two-thirds across the frame, and if 

you place your subject there (a mountain, tree, 
etc.), it’s almost guaranteed to give a pleasing 
feeling to the eye. 

When to break the rule

This rule doesn’t always hold true, of course. 
The rule of thirds is one of the best (and easiest) 
to break. Perfect symmetry works nicely as well, 
and playing with natural borders as frames can 
lead to really interesting results, too. But it’s a 
good standard rule to keep in mind when out in 
the field, if you’re stumped for an interesting shot 
and need to get something basic and workable.   

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fibonacci_spiral_34.svg
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A horizon might be the easiest example of using the rule of thirds. Think about standing on a seascape, and seeing where the water 
touches the sky: where in the frame is it?

A natural tendency might be to frame the horizon centrally. But this isn’t always a great idea—central lines often look static or boring, 
unless done correctly or with a particular purpose. Generally, horizons look better when bumped down or up in the frame; in keeping with 
the rule of thirds, either one- or two-thirds down the frame works well.

Placing the Horizon Line
Practice placing your horizon line f/13.0, 1/200 sec, ISO 125.
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Up or down?

The question of where to place your horizon 
will always depend on what’s in the frame. The 
larger portion should only be filled by what’s 
interesting. You’ve got to check: are there 
dramatic clouds in the sky? Is anything in the 
foreground extending up beyond the horizon? Is 
the sun hanging low?

All these questions can determine how much sky 
should fill your frame. Typically, clear blue skies 
alone don’t make for interesting top portions, 
unless you’re going specifically for a minimalist 
style.

Oftentimes the ground will offer more 
photographically interesting subjects: rocks, 
sand, grass, fences and streams can all 
create interesting colors, textures and shapes. 
Unless you see a sun breaking through clouds 
dramatically, or you have a tree or mountain 
shooting up into the sky, it’s better angle slightly 
downward.

Break the rule

This is also a fun rule to play around with, 
though. If you’ve got a snow-capped mountain 
reflecting in a lake, for example, you have three 
main spots to place the horizon, and any of it 
could work: you could focus on the mountain 
and keep the horizon low, keep the horizon in 
the middle and create a symmetrical dichotomy 
between reality and the reflection, or focus on 
the reflection and cut off the mountain. 

With so many elements at play, there’s never a 
single right answer. 

Dealing with distortion

This will depend on your lens, but you might 
notice that your horizon curves down a bit in 
the image itself, possibly ruining an otherwise 
straight shot. This is standard, unless you’re 
shooting with a high-end wide-angle lens, which 
is built specifically to reduce the effect known as 
“barrel distortion”. (Because it makes the image 
jut out like a barrel.)

Barrel distortion is fixable in Photoshop, but you 
can also fiddle with the angle at which you’re 
shooting your horizon in-camera to see if you 
can reduce the visibility of the issue. If you plan 
on shooting a lot of landscapes and focusing on 
horizons (oceans and big open fields are pretty 
typical), a high-quality wide-angle lens might be 
an easier solution. 

f/16, 1/100 sec, ISO 100, 85mm
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Waterscapes Mattertal Valais, Switzerland, Stellisee Morning 3 by Jeff P.

Water, water, everywhere: but how to 
shoot it? Waterfalls, streams rivers—we’ll 
go over tips for each in detail in the next 
few sections. First, we need to review the 
basics.

If you want to capture water creatively, your 
best bet is to grab a tripod and play with shutter 
speeds. Whether you’re slowing water down 
to capture every single droplet or using long 
exposures to create buttery-smooth flows, a 
tripod is the best way to guarantee a stable shot.

Next, you’ll want to have an approach in mind. 
When shooting water at a high shutter speed, 
you should always fire off multiple quick shots, 
because you can never determine the pattern of 
a natural flow—waterfalls and rivers will always 
look different, depending on where the water 
drops are splashing. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jeffpang/4491370077/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jeffpang/
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When shooting on a slower shutter speed,  
it’s more common for photographers to slap 
on an ND filter to capture the grand movement 
of a landscape. Think about it: in the natural, 
inanimate world, aside from snow, water is the 
only thing that constantly, fluidly moves.  
(I’m not counting the wind moving leaves, 
because that doesn’t show up on camera very 
well.) Every waterfall, slushing stream and rainfall 
is the world dancing, moving before your eyes. 

To capture this best, that long exposure works 
wonders. You get a real sense of a moving 
landscape basically uncapturable any other way. 

But don’t get too excited—or your 
camera might suffer

Shooting water can be dangerous, too, of 
course. Always wear your strap around your 
neck or wrap it around your wrist to make sure 
that, even if it slips out of your hands, it won’t 
go plummeting into the water. This will ruin 
your gear irreparably. Even a bit of mist or fog 
can cloud up your lens or, if you’re shooting in 
very damp environments, seep into your lens or 
camera body.

Be careful when changing lenses in these 
scenarios, because drying and cleaning them 
out is an arduous process that sometimes never 
even completely works.  

f/13, ¼ sec, three bracketed exposures at1/4 sec 1.3 sec 4 sec, 15mm, processed in Photomatix & Lightroom, Sunset over Iguaza by SF Brit.

f/5, 1/800 sec, ISO 320, 8mm, Coldsun Waterscape by Rudolf Getel.

http://www.hdrsoft.com/order.php?id=171&redir=h
https://www.flickr.com/photos/cnbattson/4333692253
https://www.flickr.com/photos/cnbattson/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/rudolfgetel/6157899598
https://www.flickr.com/photos/rudolfgetel/


Waterfalls f/22, 1.3 sec, ISO 100, 24mm, Why so Lonely by Praveen R Venugopal.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/praveenvenugopal/8612828652
https://www.flickr.com/photos/praveenvenugopal/
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Waterfalls are robust, lively examples 
of mother nature at her wildest. They 
represent something unstoppable,  
ever-flowing and powerful. 

These are the qualities photographers kill 
themselves trying to evoke when shooting 
falls, anyway. The irony is that shooting 
them requires more patience, knowledge 
and equipment than almost any other type 
of landscape shot. 

You may think shooting a waterfall is as 
easy as setting down a tripod, using a 
longer-than-normal shutter speed and 
clicking away. But here’s just a shortlist of 
aspects to consider:

 Aperture

 Downstream location

 Polarizing filter

 Curved composition 

  Self-timer or cable remote and Mirror 
lock-up

 White balance

 Weather conditions

 Water damage to the camera

We’re going to analyze each of these, but 
we’ll start with the most basic of them all:

Starting with shutter speed

Typically, you want a slow shutter speed to 
capture the full movement of a waterfall (often 
anywhere from 1 second to 30 seconds). Beyond 
that, there’s no set rule for what speed works 
best. It depends on how much volume you want 
the water to have (the longer the exposure, the 
bigger the falls will look), as well as the speed of 
the water itself and how far away your camera is. 

Play around every time to try and find a flow 
that works. For example, when waterfalls shoot 
straight downward, a consistent blurry line of 
water might not be the most interesting speed, 
especially because the water is likely moving in a 
straighter, faster line. Bumping it up to anything 
as high as 1/30 could produce more definition 
and texture in your shot.

f/20, 30 seconds, ISO 100, 28mm, West Virginia Falls by Forest Wander.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/forestwander-nature-pictures/6597163791
https://www.flickr.com/photos/forestwander-nature-pictures/
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Adjusting the aperture

As with most landscape shots, smaller apertures 
(higher f-stops) work better for waterfalls, 
because they maintain a deep depth of field. 
This ensures that your entire shot is more 
likely to be in focus—which is extra critical in 
waterfalls, because the blurriness is likely your 
focal point. To play around effectively with 
textures, you generally wouldn’t want a blurry 
waterfall against a soft-focus background; it 
makes more sense to accentuate the waterfall’s 
blur with a sharp backdrop. 

f/9, 1 second, ISO 100, 10mm, Cavern Cascade by Alex.

f/22, 4 seconds, ISO 50, 24mm, Crabtree Falls by Forest Wander.

Composing your shot

Two major components will affect your 
composition: your proximity to the falls, and the 
curvature of the falls themselves. One of those 
you can control—for the other, it’s best to let it 
control you.

What I mean is that you can’t control the shape 
of the falls themselves, but you can angle 
yourself around them. There’s a strong impulse 
among photographers to get up as close as 
possible to waterfalls, but this actually produces 
one of the most boring angles we can find: 
there’s rarely definition, and while the enormity 
of the waterfall might look cool taking up most of 
the frame, we get little by way of context. 

If the waterfall flows into a river, try following that 
river downstream. You’ll likely find that including 
the river as a leading line shooting out towards 
the waterfall creates a greater sense of grandeur 
than just the fall itself. You’ll also get more 
surrounding context—trees, flowers, even an 
animal sneaking into the shot is possible. 

But what you can’t control is the waterfall itself. 
If the waterfall is a curvy one, tumbling down 
across smooth river stones, walk around the 
area until you find an angle that best exploits the 
natural shape of the falls. Often they can become 
a leading line in and of themselves, jutting down 
from one corner to another. Remember that 
our eyes naturally follow lines flowing through 
a photograph—use this knowledge to your 
advantage when composing the shot, and take 
your audience on a journey in a single frame. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/eflon/3016019029
https://www.flickr.com/photos/eflon/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/forestwander-nature-pictures/7578701376
https://www.flickr.com/photos/forestwander-nature-pictures/
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Whether the weather is on your side

Bright sunlight is harsh on waterfalls—it creates 
an awful glare (which we’ll talk more about in just 
a bit) and often spotty or uneven lighting across 
the frame. This also throws off the consistency 
of a nicely blurred motion. 

Overcast lighting is the best for falls, because it 
gives a cool, even lighting. The coolness works 
well with water, and the clouds will reduce 
potentially harsh contrast. If you luck out on a 
rainy day (which sounds odd, but it’s true), you 
can also capture some awesome textures in the 
pond below the falls.  

Lastly, on the note of lighting: flashes also tend 
not to work with waterfalls. Flash lighting works 
best to quickly capture dark scenarios, but for 
waterfalls, we want that smooth, natural look, so 
it’s best to keep it that way. 

Polarizing viewpoints

Many landscape photographers swear by their 
polarizing filter for shooting falls. The amount of 
splashing water tends to automatically create 
a distracting glare that reflects both on the falls 
themselves and in the pool of water below. 

Using a polarizing filter has two benefits: it will 
improve the color saturation and allow you to 
use a slower shutter speed, since the glare 
reduction will darken the image a bit. While color 
can be fixed in post-production, glare is trickier 
to manage. 

f/22, 5 seconds, ISO 100, 60mm, Waterfall at Virginia Water by William Warby.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/wwarby/4086439954
https://www.flickr.com/photos/wwarby/
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The bluish-greenish tint

White balance is an often-overlooked aspect to 
this kind of photography. As mentioned above, 
Photoshop can fix color problems relatively easily, 
but it’s still better to avoid them altogether by 
handling your white balance in-camera if you can.

Water by itself tends to produce a blue tint, though 
if you’re shooting on an overcast day it may be 
beneficial to try the “shade” or “cloudy” setting. 

You should also be aware that water is 
reflective—if you’re surrounded by trees, your 
shot may wind up with a greenish tint. Because 
of the mystical style of so many waterfall shots, 
this may be fine, but color purists will want to 
be aware of the minute changes that come with 
shooting something so hard to control.  

f/29, 1 second, ISO 100, 43mm, Fall Creek by Nicholas A. Tonelli.

No camera shake

Because of the stillness required when shooting 
waterfalls, using a tripod is essential—using the 
self-timer or a remote cable shutter and maybe 
even enabling your SLR’s mirror lock-up can 
all help. All are common techniques for getting 
the stillest possible shot from your camera and 
reducing camera shakiness, which is commonly 
visible when dealing with long exposures. I 
usually just use a tripod and the 2-second self-
timer to keep things simple.

Take care of your camera

Remember: there’s water everywhere. Rocks will 
be slippery, and the falls will create a cloud of 
mist nearby if they’re powerful enough. 

One solution is to keep a protective filter on 
your lens while you’re not shooting with it. If it’s 
a crummy old filter, it’s better to remove it when 
actually taking the shot, or else it will just make 
your image look worse. If you don’t want the 
hassle of putting on and taking off a filter every 
time you take a shot, at least be aware to keep 
your camera securely strapped on and away 
from any significantly damaging water sources. 

Take care of yourself

Generally speaking, photographing large 
waterfalls from below is a lot safer than trying 
to get photos from the top. I’ve heard many sad 
stories of photographers slipping into rivers and 
being swept over waterfalls. Be safe and have 
fun out there.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/nicholas_t/11659934673
https://www.flickr.com/photos/nicholas_t/
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Beaches are deceptive—they look simple, they’re pretty to the eye, but snap a photo and what happens?

Sand. Water. Overexposed sky. The end.

Beaches are one of the trickiest landscapes to photograph, because the brightness is often so high, while angles and interesting details 
are hard to come by. Unless there’s something truly unique about them—a funky rock formation or huge wave pattern, for example—
beach shots tend to turn out very similarly: sand, water, sky. 

Want to escape that never-ending surf cycle? Here are some tips:

Beachscapes
f/22, 1/25 sec, ISO 250, 24mm, Another Haystack Sunset by stokes rx.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/stokesrx/6746917761/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/stokesrx/
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Find that focal point

Beaches by themselves are fairly boring. But 
crouch down and capture the movement of the 
water. Look for lighthouses, lifeguard posts, 
rock formations, patterns in the sand, cliffs, big 
waves, sand castles and people are not—these 
could all be used as foreground material to 
give depth and context to a shot. Look for little 
details, and never underestimate the power of 
small changes in a big picture.

This can also lend some textural definition to 
your shot, especially if you play around with the 
aperture.

F-stops: small or big?

If you’ve found an interesting object to focus 
on, don’t be afraid to blur out your beach 
background with a shallow depth of field 
(low f-stop). This technique is pretty effective 
when you need to emphasize an interesting 
foreground, and since we all know what a beach 
looks like, we’re not missing anything by fuzzing 
out a blue sky or billions of grains of sand.

If you don’t have anything in the foreground, but 
are shooting something like a sunset, a deeper 
depth of field (high f-stop) is better to capture 
everything in the shot together. Just try to make 
sure your shot stands out from all the others. 

f/2.8, 1/1600 sec, ISO 100, 21mm, Cannon Beach by Curt Smith.

Let the sunshine in

The rules of the Golden Hour apply here more 
than ever. With a smattering of dramatic clouds, 
a golden hour beachscape can be dramatic, 
colorful and unlike any sandscape we’re used to 
seeing. 

A tripod and the self-timer are helpful if it’s 
dark, but when including the sun in your shots, 
exposure bracketing is the most crucial tip to 
remember: you may need to mellow out those 
levels after the fact with post-processing, 
because you’re more likely to focus on aperture 
than shutter speed during these shoots. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/curtsm/4233820931
https://www.flickr.com/photos/curtsm/
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Stormy weather

A great time to head towards the beach is when 
everyone else is running away from it. If your 
gear is weatherproofed, storm clouds and rainfall 
can look beautifully dramatic over what will likely 
be a deserted beach. This kind of lighting and 
atmosphere can give off a very cool, apocalyptic 
vibe if done correctly. You might even catch 
some lightning off the horizon if you’re lucky. But 
be safe. 

f/3.8, 1/60 sec, ISO 800, 21.8mm, Cannon Beach by Anupam ts.

Polarize it

Just like with waterfalls, it should come as 
no surprise that vast expanses of water are 
reflective. Polarizing filters cut the glare off the 
white top of those glimmering waves and bring 
out the saturated blues beneath. As an added 
bonus, they’ll protect your lens from water and 
sand, which are major hazards on the beach. 
Speaking of which...

Beware the sand

Photographers always fret over water splashing 
on their gear—fair enough; water’s destructive, 
can cause irreparable (or costly) condensation 
or mist on the inside of your lens if it penetrates, 
and makes changing lenses a risky gamble. 

But grappling with sand is a lesser-known, 
equally dangerous maneuver. Sand is basically 
as slippery as water—get it in your lens and 
it’ll never come out, but you’ll forever hear that 
awful grinding when you zoom in and out. You 
might also spy some tricky little grains around 
the corners of your lens, which is another good 
reason to bring a filter along.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/anupamsrivastava/9137169363
https://www.flickr.com/photos/anupamsrivastava/
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Reflections

f/10, ISO 200, 10mm, Loch Linnhe by Jonathan Combe.

If you recall the “rule of thirds” chapter 
from a few pages back, you’ll do well 
to forget everything written there right 
now. Reflective ponds in landscapes 
are a terrific chance to break the rules—
especially of thirds—and create truly 
different, unique images.

Try the horizon line in the middle, or try 
to capture a whole scene in a reflection; 
anything that helps capture that beautiful 
mystery in nature that we see in natural 
reflections. Seeing a mountain reflected in 
a still pond is like seeing its doppelganger, 
peeking into an upside-down universe that 
ripples and disappears in the rain. 

Do whatever you have to to capture that 
essence. Simplicity can create a wonderful 
polarizing style, but finding water reeds or 
birds standing in shallow lakes or ponds 
can also create lovely images with an 
abstract quality. Reflections tend to look a 
bit surreal—run with that idea, and have fun.  

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jono566/9450709699
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jono566/
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How to shoot the perfect reflection

If you’re working with still water, you’ll want three 
things: a long exposure, a narrow aperture and 
a low ISO. The exposure and aperture are most 
important—the narrow aperture will give a rich, 
deep depth of field, great for keeping everything 
in focus. The long shutter speed will smooth out 

f/24, ¼ sec, ISO 100, 10mm, Glenns Lake by Jeff P.

any interruptions in the water, while keeping the 
unmoving mountains and underwater pebbles 
crisp and visible. 

But because of that long exposure, you’ll likely 
also need to balance things out with a low ISO—
but it all depends on the time of day, of course. 

You might also want a polarizing filter to cut out 
the shiny glare atop the pond while keeping the 
reflection alive, which will help justify the low 
ISO, because polarizers tend to darken images 
a bit. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jeffpang/9811937955
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jeffpang/
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Make your reflection pop

Aside from finding small objects or animals to 
reflect, there are a few subtle ways to make a 
reflective surface really sing. 

1. Sink to the water’s level. 

Lower your tripod to be close to the water level 
for some spectacular perspective, including 
both the foreground within the water and the 
background soaring above it. 

2. Look for imperfect surfaces. 

What are you reflecting? Often you can string a 
few images together into a single water body, 
including what’s beneath and what’s reflecting 
above. If the water is silky smooth enough that 
you can see a mountain reflected, you can 
probably also see what’s underneath. Look for 
texture to shake up your shot—maybe rocks are 
jutting out of the water, or leaves are scattered 
around. 

3. Use ripples to your advantage.

Clear waters are nice, but don’t fret when the 
wind pushes the water along. Use a longer 
exposure than normal to smooth out those 
imperfections into a foggy wave that reflects the 
general color and outline of what’s above, rather 
than the clear image itself. Beaches are also 
great opportunities for this, especially during 
sunrises and sunsets: you can match the color 
of the sky in the ever-moving water, which is a 
different kind of reflection that doesn’t betray the 
quality of the shot one bit. 

4. Try a graduated neutral density filter. 

Neutral density filters are ideal for neutralizing 
harsh lighting conditions and enhancing long 
exposures. But the gradation aspect is unique 
here: it will gradually shift from an ND filter to a 
clear filter partway down the frame, blocking out 
light in the background yet hardly altering the 
foreground exposure at all yet. That means you 
can set up the filter so that it balances a bright 
background with a dimly lit reflection in the 
foreground. Also useful for Beachscapes.f/11, 1/8 second, ISO 100, 14mm, Moraine Lake Sunrise by James Wheeler.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/james_wheeler/7960461442/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/james_wheeler/
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Like waterfalls, rivers are among the most lively subjects to shoot in nature. They can emote playfulness, mystery, adventure or sadness, 
whether fish are jumping, kids are playing or nothing is happening but water splashing on rock. 

All the same rules from previous waterscapes apply here: water is reflective, so polarizing filters are common; overcast weather trumps 
bright sunny days; longer exposures make for smooth and fluid streams. But rivers offer a few unique characteristics that make shooting 
them fun in a whole new way. 

Rivers and Streams Try long exposures on flowing water for surreal results, Sunshine by Luke Detwiler.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/lukedetwiler/12045216693
https://www.flickr.com/photos/lukedetwiler/
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High and Low 

Sure, you can shoot a river head-on—use the rule of thirds to break up the sky from the earth, or 
capture a waterfall in the background. But posing rivers at extreme angles gives us a view that we 
might never otherwise see. Being very careful not to drop your camera or topple your tripod, try 
lowering your lens to the surface of the water and to capture an ultra-low angle. If you’re using the 
self-timer on a tripod with a long-exposure, you’ll find the smoothed, streamy water emphasized 
much more artistically. 

Conversely, if you can find a high enough angle, rivers make gorgeous aerial shots, mostly thanks to 
their snaking curves and the natural break in texture and color from their surrounding forests. Finding 
high angles isn’t as hard as you might think—bridges often cross rivers from above, while hiking up 
cliffs and mountains will often lead you to the source of the river itself.  

Frame the Flow

Use the form of the river to your advantage. River bends are great for finding leading lines and adding 
depth to the shot—not to mention the fact that bends are more likely to see waves and movement 
than straight, level stretches elsewhere.    

Wading in the Deep

Got a wetsuit? Now’s your chance to use it. Small 
rivers and streams are rarely more than waist-
deep, which offers adventurous photographers a 
perfect chance to test their mettle against nature 
and clutch tightly onto their gear. 

Getting down and dirty right in the middle of a 
river will guarantee you a unique shot most other 
photographers would shy away from. You can 
invert the traditional shot and shoot land from the 
water’s perspective, or get square up against a 
waterfall from farther downstream. 

If you don’t have a wetsuit but the water isn’t 
that deep, don’t be afraid to kick off your shoes, 
roll up your pants and get in anyway. Just be 
careful about stepping on rocks—they get mighty 
slippery after decades, if not centuries of water 
rushing over them. 

f/11, 6 seconds, ISO 50, 24mm, Fallsville Ohio by Forest Wander.

f/32, 8 seconds, Saint-Colomban by Gary Lauzon.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/forestwander-nature-pictures/9275490405/
http://www.forestwander.com/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/bikeman04/11918424615
https://www.flickr.com/photos/bikeman04/
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Mountain photography, at its best, reminds 
us of how small we are. To capture a 
mountain is to capture its grandeur, its 
awesome magnitude against the minute 
details that surround it. We love looking at 
mountains, because they’re so impossible: 
they’re difficult to live on, difficult to 
summit and often difficult just to reach. 
If photography is the art of capturing what 
the eye cannot, mountains are the art’s 
ideal subjects. 

And yet, unfortunately for photographers, 
the difficulty of mountains translates into 
photography, as well. Photographers 
have to not just hike the thing (difficult 
already), but also lug all that extra gear, 
and suffer the added pressure of being in 
the right place at the right time. They’ve 
got to be aware of lighting conditions, and 
be prepared to find a whole new angle of 
something that’s existed for millennia.  
The best mountain photographers are avid 
hikers and patient artists, ready to trek up 
remote trails and bushwhack through the 
wild to capture something few humans 
have ever seen before.

Mountains

Use lighting to your advantage when photographing mountains, 
China Tibet Himalaya by Bernard Goldbach.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/topgold/4509103
https://www.flickr.com/photos/topgold/
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Just Because it’s Beautiful, Doesn’t 
Make it Photogenic

The number-one rule of mountain photography: 
vast expanses suck. Oftentimes, even an ultra-
wide angle lens won’t do the trick. Hiking up 
a mountain just to turn around, gasp at the 
beauty of the whole world under your feet and 
try to capture that moment will rarely show on 
film or on-screen: there’s rarely a focal point, 
and composition gets lost in trying to capture a 
panorama that only our eyes can fully appreciate. 

You need to look for a unique twist to make your 
shot truly pop. This can be something small, like 
flowers or a leading trail to fill the foreground, 
or something as drastic as a whole new angle. 
Die-hard mountain photographers will hike for 
hours, even days looking for the best angle of a 
mountain, rather than settling for the standard 
view as seen by anyone who sticks to the trail. 
Finding an original location can produce an 
entirely new shot that the world may never have 
seen before. 

Plan Ahead, but Plan to Ditch the Plan

Between topographic apps and Google Maps, 
it’s totally possible to spy a mountain from a 
digital bird’s-eye-view and plan out a route 
before even setting foot in the woods. Combine 
this with the knowledge of when the sun rises 
and sets, and you can plan a photo shoot 
meticulously to make sure you hit a certain angle 
when the sun does.

The problem is, of course, that anything can 
happen—and sometimes that’s a good thing. 
While plain bright sunlight can make for very 
dramatic shadows, overcast and even stormy 
weather often looks better in photos. Getting up 
early to catch mist rolling under a mountain’s 
peak is ideal. Fresh snowfall adds contrast and 
character. 

Use maps and apps to learn what you can 
before a shoot, but also be okay with walking 
away with a different shot than what you 
envisioned. 

The Golden Opportunity

One serious advantage to planning ahead is that 
you don’t miss the golden hours, those moments 
just after sunrise and before sunset. They can be 
beautiful, and light mountains up from the side 
to create deep shadows along the cliffs. 

Just make sure you’re on the right side of the 
mountain. Silly as it sounds, it’s not uncommon 
for aspiring photographers to spend a whole day 
hiking to a scenic view of a towering mountain, 
just to realize the sun is setting at the wrong 
angle. Position yourself well. 

Morning mist can help add a lot of drama when photographing mountains, Morning in Bac Son Valley by Hoang Giang Hai.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/v-a-k/11291387135
https://www.flickr.com/photos/v-a-k/
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Graduate the ND Filter

I mentioned earlier the usefulness of neutral 
density filters—they darken exposures, allowing 
for longer shutter speeds and smoother water 
flows. But there’s also another type of ND 
filter—one that gradually shifts from ND filter to 
transparency. 

Graduated ND filters are ideal for sunny 
mountain photography. With it, you can limit the 
light exposure on those bright skies to bring out 
the natural blue a bit more, while not dimming 
the bottom half of the below—foliage, animals, 
the earth, whatever it may be. All the details can 
remain crisp as ever, but with the added benefit 
of controlling what are often over-exposed 
skylines. 

Tread Lightly 

It’s true, travel tripods are flimsier than those 
heavy-duty ones you’re used to shooting with. 
Deal with it. After two hours (at least!) of hiking, 
you’ll regret carrying any extra baggage at all. 
Any tripod more than a few pounds will ultimately 
slow you down, costing you time and comfort. 
And if you truly love hiking and photography, 
engaging in either shouldn’t be labor.

On that note, pare down your gear to the 
essentials. Forget the flash, and stick to only one 
or two choice lenses. If you’re traveling a route 
you know well, it’s fine to bog yourself down a 
bit more, but that feeling of learning you’ve come 
only halfway when you thought you’d hiked so 
much farther is only exacerbated by every extra 
pound you over-cautiously packed on.

Be Different

Mountains have personalities. Find them. 
Anything out of the ordinary can breathe life into 
an otherwise inanimate moment: rolling fog, a 
streaming river, a setting sun in the background. 
Using a low ISO and long exposure, you can 
capture glimmering star and moonlight even 
when the naked eye alone can’t catch it. 

Never regret when something unexpected enters 
the shot—just allow it in, and let it become a part 
of your new shot. Get creative with combining 
mountain views with lakes, rivers and waterfalls. 
Take a few minutes when you first arrive to 
appreciate the natural beauty of the scene, and 
understand the unspoken element that brought 
you there in the first place. 

f/5.6, 1/160 sec, ISO 100, 27mm, Huangshan China by Chi King.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/davelau/1061671042
https://www.flickr.com/photos/davelau/
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Leading Lines f/13, 1/400 sec, ISO 200, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.

Whether you realize it or not, we look for closure in art. Faces are jarring when they’re cut off at the forehead; something’s off when we 
see a woman, pictured at the left-hand side of a frame, looking left instead of right. Certain images are more pleasing to the eye than 
others.

It’s our job, as photographers, to know what designs work—what lines and circles automatically soothe our minds—and find them in the 
real world.  
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One great way to find closure in ever-expanding 
landscapes is to look for leading lines. Leading 
lines are self-explanatory: they lead our eyes, 
usually from somewhere in the bottom of the 
frame to somewhere in the top third, or from one 
side of the frame to another. 

Leading lines don’t have to be straight, either. 
They can curve and twist from one corner 
to another. But there should be a sense of 
oppositeness—if you’re starting in the bottom-
right, you should end in the top-left. You want 
to take your viewer on a small journey within the 
photograph. 

You should look for lines in nature and 
manipulate them to indicate a certain emotion or 
story. If you stumble upon a barren path in the 
woods, you might want to show as much of the 
emptiness as possible to show a sense of rustic 
desolation.

Leading lines are great for a few things:

  Perspective—what looks big, and what looks 
small?

  Depth—make your canvas look larger with  
a shallow depth of field 

 Conflict—do your lines intersect?

  Grandeur—is someone or something standing 
at the end of the road?

  Infinity—if your lines circle inside the frame, 
what visual effect does it create? 

You won’t always find lines in every shot.  
You’ve got to know how to look for them,  
and how to shoot them. 

Here are some examples of leading lines we 
can often find in nature. If you see these, rather 
than shoot them horizontally, try to line yourself 
up with them and follow them with your camera 
until you find an angle that works:

 Rivers  Valleys

 Mountain ridges  Roads

 Bridges  Shores

 Trees  Waterfalls

 Cliffs   Waves

When you see a tree and want to show its size, 
get right up next to it and point up. When you 
want to show a river streaming down from a 
mountain, try carefully stepping into the river to 
shoot down along with it. To capture a grandiose 
valley, get as much of the length as you can—
don’t just settle for a snippet, but find and angle 
that shows how it snakes through the mountains. 

When you look for leading lines, you can find 
them everywhere. Even if they’re subtle, they can 
add more depth to your shot than any lens could. 

f/14, 1/20 sec, ISO 125, 45mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Framing
Just like a photo frame can pull together 
a printed photograph, a natural frame 
inside the image itself adds dimension and 
closure. 

When we talk about natural frames, we 
talk about anything in nature that creates 
a frame within the shot—vines, branches 
and trees are typical; rivers or streams 
sometimes work; if a mountain range splits 
in the middle, shots can sometimes be 
framed even between two peaks. 

Framing a shot is as easy as finding lines 
and curves that shoot around your focal 
point. If you’re shooting a mountain and 
standing next to a tree, take a step back 
and try to incorporate the tree into the 
foreground, its trunk and branches creating 
a partial frame on the sides and top.

f/6.3, 1/800 sec, ISO 100, 40mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Firm that Frame Up

Be careful when hunting for natural frames—
don’t force your image to fit a certain 
composition when it just isn’t there. Choose 
strong, emphasized lines to your advantage.  
Try to find lighting and texture differences. 
Turning a tree with a smattering of branches 
into a frame for a forest of smattered branches 
behind it probably won’t work as well as, say,  
a river cutting through the forest on one side  
and a fallen log on the other. 

Creating Perspective

If you can find a cave to shoot out from, walk 
inside and look out. The cave will not only 
give you a natural frame all its own, but also 
a new perspective: it turns your camera into a 
character, an animal or caveman, and invites 
your viewers to see the world through their eyes. 

Finding natural frames can force you to create 
new perspectives. If you find an especially 
cohesive set of vines or trees from which to 
shoot between, it creates an almost mystical 
environment, like the frame always existed, and 
was just waiting for someone to peak through it.  

f/22, 1/5 sec, ISO 100, 28mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Patterns f/29, 1/6 sec, ISO 100, 70mm, Aspens in Autumn by fry_dave.

Patterns are crucial to photography: they add texture, depth and abstraction to an otherwise flat universe. When we see the world as 
patterns, we see it as less a reality than a painting, a series of lines and curves created purely for aesthetic pleasure. 

You should always look for patterns in landscape photography, even when you aren’t planning for them to be the focus of your image;  
a river with textured detail is more interesting than a plain one. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/fry_dave/12596706875/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/fry_dave/
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Two types of patterns

When we see patterns, we’re seeing millions 
of little notches stuck on repeat. This can be 
a broad angle, like a thick forest of evergreens 
viewed from above, or a more subtle close-
up, like the ripples of sand on a beach. People 
tend to overlook both, seeing only the world 
as its physical reality—which is why pattern 
photographs are so fascinating. 

Fill the frame

Patterns aren’t nearly as effective when they 
make up a small portion of the frame. Aim 
big—fill your frame with branches on a forest of 
poplars, or fallen maple leaves on the ground 
from an aerial view. 

When you can’t fill the entire frame with a 
pattern, give purpose to your breaks. Compose 
your image the same way you would otherwise, 
using the rule of thirds, horizons and leading 
lines. If the sky is a clear blue, use that negative 
space to your advantage, by giving your viewer’s 
eye a rest from the business below.   

Break it up

Sometimes, finding an imperfection in a uniform 
pattern can be the most effective way to show 
it off. A line of trees, with one fallen down? A 
legion of green leaves interrupted by a lone 
red one? Perfect examples of nature’s own 
nonconformists. Shots of these give the natural 
world a real sense of character. 

Be sure to frame those breaks logically, using 
the rule of thirds and focal points—if that’s your 
goal. Breaks in patterns are great opportunities 
to put into practice the fundamentals of artistic 
photography, but their inherent uniqueness also 
gives you a fair excuse to go against the grain 
yourself and experiment with composition.  

Some ideas for finding patterns in nature:

Patterns are everywhere, and you’ll surely have no 
problem finding them. But here are some ideas of 
what to look for:

 Tilled fields

 Bark

 Tree trunks

 Rice patties

 Fallen leaves

 Waterscapes 

 Sandy beaches

 Clouds

f/11, 1/60 sec, ISO 200, 185.5mm, Tree Pattern by Dan Cook.

f/11, 0.7 sec, ISO 100, 24mm, Poplar trees reflection by Charles Knowles.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/peakdistrict-photo/8617565582
https://www.flickr.com/photos/peakdistrict-photo/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/theknowlesgallery/8183926060
https://www.flickr.com/photos/theknowlesgallery/
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At its core, photography can be broken 
down into three concepts: lighting, 
composition and texture. Of those 
three, texture is the most difficult to 
find; composition is entirely within the 
photographer’s control, and good lighting 
(e.g. the golden hour or a studio lighting rig) 
is obvious once you know how to find it. 

Textures Light raking across a surface accentuates texture, Hello...anybody there??? by Prasad Kholkute.

But texture is something else entirely. 
Texture is what makes an image shoot out 
at you—what gives it vibrancy and life. 
While lighting gives depth and composition 
lends an artistic framework, good texture 
can define a photograph in subtle ways: 
think of a richly detailed mountainscape,  
or being able to see the patterns in grains 
of sand at a beach.

Texture isn’t the same as mainstream 
pattern photography, insofar as pattern 
photography is more about creating an 
abstract artistic work out of everyday life, 
and textures are meant to bring out life and 
character within regular shots.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/kholkute/5495647925
https://www.flickr.com/photos/kholkute/
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Find the contrast

More interesting than just textures alone is the 
relationship between textures. What makes so 
much landscape photography fascinating is the 
interplay between delicate clouds, rough crags 
and gentle leaves—the contrast in curves and 
patterns of the natural world.

Contrast is the key word here. Without contrast, 
texture is nothing. Look for stark differences 
in the world and juxtapose them in your work.  
Look for contrasts in lighting, colors and 
patterns, and that can change the way you see 
a forest—instead of a mess of brown bark, see 
it in conjunction with a canopy of leaves and rug 
of fallen branches.  

Beyond that one simple rule—”contrast is 
king”—there are a few others that come in handy 
whenever trying to bring out texture in a shot.

1. Rake the lighting

One good trick for finding texture is to wait until 
the golden hour (or close to it), when the sun is 
low and shooting across a complex texture. This 
can give tremendous depth to a field of tall grass 
or the side of a cliff. 

2. Shoot far and wide

To really capture the beauty of a rich texture, 
don’t get too close—or else you’ll risk 
compromising your shot and the chance for your 
audience to get lost in the abstraction. The best 
textures shine en masse, when compressed into 
a broad mural.  

3. Avoid distractions

Can you picture walking through a forest as 
random spots of intense light pour down 
through the branches, each spot surrounded by 
shadowy darkness? That’s not texture—that’s 
bad lighting. Try to avoid awkward shadows and 
reflections if you can. Shoot with your light rather 
than against it, so bright patches don’t disrupt 
your otherwise evenly-lit surface. 

4. Keep it bright

Dim lighting can kill texture. Raked lighting is 
strong, but even if shadows aren’t possible, 
try to ensure an even spread of lighting across 
your texture, and avoid dimness—textures need 
brightness and clarity to thrive, and murkiness 
won’t do you any favors. 

f/10, 1/400 sec, ISO 200, 16mm, Horseshoe Bend by Tscherno.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/tscherno/2664224948
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tscherno/
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Deserts f/8, 1/400 sec, ISO 160, 88mm, Offroad outside Dubai by BasharAlaeddin.

There is perhaps no greater follow-up to discussing texture than the real-world example of deserts. No landscape is a better display of 
texture than a wispy dune being swayed by the wind, still waves in yellow sand or cracked rocks beneath the tire tracks of a 4x4 jeep. 

Deserts are a great opportunity to show the vast, ruggedness of pure nature—in a totally different way. Deserts are ideal for bright night 
shots, minimalist shots and golden sunsets, though you can change the atmosphere entirely by adding in people or cars as subjects,  
or finding some lost artifact sitting in the sand. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/basharalaeddin/8763643922
https://www.flickr.com/photos/basharalaeddin/
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Use what’s available

Deserts are a great opportunity for minimalist 
photography—shots scarce with human life, 
emphasizing natural patterns, texture and light. 
If you use a polarizing filter, you can really bring 
out the blues in the sky and the orange-yellow  
of the sand for some beautiful semi-abstracts. 

Look for negative space and little pops of 
detail—a car crossing a road, a bird flying 
overhead, a cactus sticking out of the horizon. 
Look for breaks in natural sand or ground 
patterns, like footprints or dried-up craters.  
And when you find that horizon, you should 
always enable (or disregard, with purpose) the 
rule of thirds when placing it. 

Think ‘compression’ 

The desert is massive, and often objects are 
far away from one another. If you want to 
emphasize focal points, like shrubs, people or 
cars, use a lens that compresses the object with 
the background to make it appear larger than it 
really is without diminishing the breadth of the 
landscape itself. 

A lot of photographers find they have much 
more freedom to move around in the desert: 
you can climb any sand dune, hike up any 
mountain or frame your image any way you 
like, since barely anything will be impeding you. 
Be conscious and deliberate in choosing your 
lens—whether it’s a wide-angle or something 
with zoom for compression.

f/16, ISO 100, 17mm, The Race Track by Chao Yen.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/yenchao/9071122878/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/yenchao/
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Best place to see the stars

Deserts are one of the only places on earth 
without significant artificial light—no skyscrapers, 
no lamplights, no households—giving you a 
crystal-clear shot of the night stars above. Hoist 
your camera onto a tripod, use a long exposure 
and tilt your camera up to capture the night sky.

Tips for staying safe in the desert

Obviously, the desert is a dangerous place—it 
is literally one of the most difficult biomes for 
humans to survive in, with a scarcity of water 
and anything naturally edible. Your camera won’t 
find it much easier. Be vigilant and keep it (and 
yourself) protected by being conscious of these 
common problems:

Keep sand away from your camera. 

This is hard to stress—sand is as dangerous 
as water when it comes to cameras. Wrap your 
camera in a cloth whenever you’re not using it to 
keep sand from blowing into the corners of your 
lens, and keep the lens cap on unless you’re 
framing or shooting. Expect little grains to fly 
into your bag if you keep it open, too. 

Keep a filter on. 

UV filters are the go-to in these situations. They 
can help keep sand away from your actual lens, 
and are also just a good preventative measure 
for any time you’re hiking around rocks and 
sand. 

Avoid changing lenses. 

If sand gets into the camera body itself, your 
device is likely toast. Wind comes and goes 
in the desert without warning, which is why 
professionals shoot in the desert with two 
cameras whenever possible—each equipped 
with different lenses—so that they don’t have to 
risk removing and reattaching them when they 
need to. 

Always wear sunblock. 

This is just basic outdoor skin health, but really, 
if you’re going in the desert for an entire day, it’s 
a good idea to stay protected. Just be careful—
keep your greasy hands away from your camera 
until you’re sure the cream has sunk into your 
skin.

Pack sunblock and water separate from your 
gear. These things (especially the sunblock, if it’s 
liquid) can pop open in your bag accidentally. 
If your camera bag doesn’t have multiple 
compartments, consider bringing multiple packs 
to separate your gear from your living essentials 
inside. 

Don’t get lost. 

You ever seen Lawrence of Arabia? You don’t 
want to wind up like that. Know your route, be 
sure you can handle a full day of desert trekking, 
and stay on the side of safety. 

  

Sometimes you have to wait for just the right moment,  
David in Progress by David Fulmer.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/daveynin/6047404777
https://www.flickr.com/photos/daveynin/
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Winter Snow and Ice f/5, ISO 100, 17mm, Frosted Flatirons by Zach Dischner. 

Much like deserts, snowy winter landscapes are often cosmic swaths of beautiful minimalism: snow-covered peaks, frozen rivers and 
pristine white plains will force you to shoot the world differently than you would in the summer. The hard rules of photography are 
essential: composition, leading lines and aperture attention tend to overshadow things like shutter speed. 

But while winter creates some of the most beautiful landscapes imaginable, those same snowy mountains and unseen ice patches can 
present incredibly challenging shooting conditions, physically and photographically. In addition to having shivering patience while setting 
exposures correctly, you’ll also need to know how to protect your gear and dress for success.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/zachd1_618/5461428705
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zachd1_618/
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Working with whites

Obviously, the most challenging aspect of 
winter photography is fighting back against 
the overwhelming whiteness in every shot. 
Overexposure is more common in winter 
landscapes, because—unless your lighting is 
perfectly even—often correctly adjusting your 
exposure in one area (say, the sky, or a human 
subject) will blow out the highlights of the snow 
around you. Vice versa, of course, leads to a 
dark and muggy sky, but proper snow.

Bring along a polarizing filter and pay attention 
to white balancing to avoid the frequent “blue” 
casting that the sky shines on the snow. 
Remember: white bounces colors, so your 
dominant color will be accentuated in the image. 
Which can be a good thing, if you heed this next 
piece of advice:

Avoid the obvious

When we think of “winter,” we think of what we 
see as humans: mostly snow, bits of ice. 

But the best winter photographers know to wait 
until twilight and the blue hour to shoot their 
scenes. Precisely because white is somewhat 
reflective, it creates perfect conditions for 
shooting magical purple and orange skies. 

Optimal shutter speeds will really depend upon 
what you’re hoping to accomplish with your 
shot. A slower shutter speed will blur falling 
snow, creating streaks of motion, while faster 
shutter speeds will freeze snowfall sharply. Don’t 
hide from snow when it’s falling—much like with 
beachscapes and mountain ranges, dramatic 
weather often makes for the best photos. 

In some scenes, it may even make sense to 
embrace the natural blueness cast over the 
skies. But remember to peek through the clouds 
and wait for sunlight to enter in the picture 
somehow, because contrast is key. 

Never stick to one color—unless  
that’s the idea

You’ll have a terrific opportunity to play with 
multiple colors in the winter. The natural swaths 
of white and gray (caused by snow, ice and 
clouds) create natural negative space that you 
can break with a sun or smattering of colored 

sky. Look for these breaks to add texture and 
dynamism to your shot. 

Conversely, wintertime is also the best 
opportunity to create minimalist, monochromatic 
landscapes. A twiggy tree standing lonesome in 
the middle of a patch of snow can be beautifully 
composed with no color whatsoever. 

As always, look for ways to incorporate lines, 
sunlight, footprints, snowfall, mist, and darker 
elements in your landscapes—these will stand 
out against the white snow and add appeal to 
your imagery.

f/8, 1/320 sec, ISO 500, 13mm, Snow in B&W by liquidcrash.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/124320023@N06/15881793746/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/124320023@N06/
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Protecting your equipment

Many photographers overlook or undervalue 
gear protection in the wintertime, but it is 
incredibly important. Allowing your equipment 
to warm or cool too quickly can result in fog and 
excess condensation inside your camera, which 
has the potential to damage your camera’s 
internal electronics.

When moving from a warm environment to a 
cool one, or vice versa, it is a good idea to wrap 
your camera in a towel or to simply leave it 
zipped up in your camera bag for 10-15 minutes. 
This will allow your camera and lens to adjust to 
the new conditions without creating a great deal 
of moisture. 

And speaking of camera bags, make sure that 
yours is an easy-access pack, so that you don’t 
risk dropping your gear in the snow or getting 
the bag wet by setting it down.

You may have also noticed that cold weather 
saps battery life. With that in mind, it’s best to 
carry your batteries as close to your body heat 
as possible, such as in an inner coat pocket. 

Dressing for success

A final consideration for winter shooting is your 
own clothing. Wear warm, waterproof layers and 
snow boots, but don’t overdress yourself so 
that you’re sweating. The cold air will cool your 
sweat and lower your internal body temperature, 
putting you at risk of hypothermia. 

Flexible gloves with good insulation, such as 
cross-country skiing or ice-climbing gloves, are 
a must, as is a hat and a scarf or a high-collared 
coat. Sunglasses are also not a bad idea, since 
snow can be reflective and can eventually strain 
your eyes. 

f/4, 1/40 sec, ISO 500, 16mm, Johnston canyon winter trip by daveblogs007.

f/13, 1/250 sec, ISO 200, 55mm 
Sunset in the Arctic by NASA Goddard Space Flight Center.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/davebloggs007/12021329776
https://www.flickr.com/photos/davebloggs007/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/gsfc/7348953774
https://www.flickr.com/photos/gsfc/
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Perspective
Googling the phrase “landscape photo” 
brings up a distressing number of similar-
looking shots. There’s a clear horizon 
line, permeated by well-placed mountains 
and trees, with a nice sharp foreground 
in the middle. This isn’t necessarily a bad 
thing, but it does beg the question: are 
there other ways to take great landscape 
photos, other perspectives from which one 
can create unique work? 

The answer is yes, of course—absolutely 
yes—and so, this section is all about 
pushing boundaries and discovering new, 
creative ways to showcase the natural 
world. 

We’ve already gone over techniques like 
looking for natural frames and moving 
around the horizon line, but how else 
can you change an otherwise standard 
landscape shot? 

Try actually setting your camera down on the ground for a shot. 
f/4, 1/100 sec, ISO 100, 10mm, straight by Mikel Ortega.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/mikelo/11007258256
https://www.flickr.com/photos/mikelo/
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Move yourself

You can’t move the landscape—but you can 
move yourself. Standing before a mountain, 
we all get awestruck by the natural beauty: 
just don’t stay there. You’d be surprised what 
taking a step to the left might incorporate—for 
example, are there trees in the foreground that 
can help you frame your shot? Never feel like 
your feet are cemented to the ground. Shift 
around until you find what works. 

Get low

Sometimes referred to as a “worm’s eye view,” a 
low perspective can drastically change the look 
and feel of a particular landscape. If you kneel, 
crouch or lay on the ground, you will minimize 
the often-expansive middle ground before the 
more prominent element in a scene, such as a 
mountain peak, and give almost equal presence 
to the grasses and flowers before it. 

Shooting vertically from a low perspective 
changes a scene in a different way. This 
technique will strengthen the relationship 
between foreground and background objects 
while still maintaining that middle space to lead 
the eye through the image. 

Go high

Though they are not always incredibly 
accessible, aerial perspectives provide some of 
the most fascinating views of the natural world. 
Helicopters, crop dusters, paragliders—these 
and other aerial vehicles can equip you to 
photograph the world from never-before-seen 
angles by physically giving you a “bird’s eye 
view.” For the less daring souls among us or 
for those seeking to photograph tighter spaces, 
commercial-grade camera drones are opening 
up new realms in aerial photography. 

Even if you can’t get your hands on a drone or 
muster the funds to purchase a helicopter ride, 
climbing to the top of a mountain, finding a 
high bridge or standing on top of a tall building 
is another great way to elevate yourself over a 
landscape to try to capture it in a unique way. 
You’ll be able to play more with leading lines and 
patterns from higher angles, too.  

Aerial landscape over Northern British Colombia, Fresh Snow by Joseph.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/umnak/14880884515/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/umnak/
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Shoot straight up

Shooting straight up is another unique 
perspective to experiment with. This angle 
of view will give your subject a good deal of 
presence and it will create leading lines to guide 
the eye through the image. This technique works 
great for big subjects like trees and waterfalls, 
but why not also try to amplify a tiny subject like 
a flower if you can by simply setting your camera 
on the ground (you don’t always have to have 
your face behind it)?

Do whatever it takes to find the best 
perspective

Perhaps the greatest positive personality trait 
to have as a landscape photographer is the 
willingness and determination to (safely) do 
whatever it takes to be able to properly compose 
your ideal shot. If you need to climb on top 
of something, do it. If you need to lay on the 
ground and risky muddying your clothing, don’t 
be shy. The best landscape photographers go 
after what they want. 

If you’re having trouble identifying the best way 
to photograph a scene, the best way is to pick a 
subject or focal point and walk laterally around 
it in a wide circle, examining it from all angles. 
As you consider the space and arrangement of 
objects, a certain perspective will catch your eye 
and you might even find a better view than what 
you started out with.

f/22, 1/125 sec, ISO 100, 7mm, lost by paul bica.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/dexxus/6812706381
https://www.flickr.com/photos/dexxus/
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Landscape shots are so often horizontal that 
the word “landscape” has literally become 
synonymous with the angle. (Vertical shots, 
meanwhile, are dubbed “portraits.”) In general,  
you will shoot landscapes horizontally, because the 
width of the scene is often what matters: you want 
to capture as wide a horizon as your camera can. 

But this isn’t always the best option.  
Vertical composition can create truly striking 
landscape shots, specifically because it’s less 
expected. 

Horizontal  
or Vertical

“Vertical perspective works better in this scene 
as it shows more sky as well as foreground. 

 f/8, 1 second, ISO 100, 10mm, Lines Part II by Jonathan Combe.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jono566/9547276275
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jono566/


When to aim high

Obviously, whenever the image lends itself to 
height, vertical is the way to go. Mountains are 
a classic example of this—while photographers 
often feel inclined to show off the area 
surrounding vast mountain ranges, profiling a 
single peak lends itself well to towering tallness. 
(Think of the mighty Matterhorn on the Italian-
Swiss border as a great example of a singular 
tall mountain.) 

Highlighting individual trees or waterfalls can 
be another good excuse to aim high. Getting 
up close to these objects can be great ways 
to discover natural leading lines and create an 
intense sense of perspective and flow. 

Reach for the skies

Even when there’s nothing leading the eye 
vertically, if the sky is interesting enough (clouds 
will almost certainly be required), nice tall images 
can pull your focus to that naturally. 

Try to look for differences between the sky and 
ground; contrast in color, pattern and texture 
will make the image stand out. As always, when 
shooting the sky, feel free to either use or ignore 
the rule of thirds against the horizon line. 

In any of these situations, it’s best to try shooting 
both vertically and horizontally to see which 
looks better. You should be able to tell; go with 
what feels right. 

The quick switch

Some higher-end tripods, like the Really Right 
Stuff one I use,  will support L-bracket heads. 
L-brackets are specifically designed to be 
detached and reattached sideways on hefty 
SLRs, even if you’ve got a battery grip added 
on. These are ideal units for switching between 
landscape- and portrait-style shots. If you notice 
that you’re bouncing back and forth between 
the two a lot, saving that time and aggravation is 
often worth the roughly $100 price tag.

The L bracket I use with my camera to switch  
between horizontal and vertical quickly on my tripod.
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Shadows Note the sunburst which occurs at f/22, 0.3 sec, ISO 100, 32mm,  
processed in Lightroom–see processing section for more info.
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They say lighting is everything—but they’re 
talking just as much about shadows. Light 
is nothing on its own. It’s the interplay of 
light and dark that makes art compelling: 
it creates emotion, directs our focus and 
changes our view of the world. 

Photographers are often urged to read 
light on a shoot. But reading light is only 
half the challenge—one must also learn to 
read shadows.

If you’re shooting in black-and-white 
(which we’ll deal with in the next chapter), 
you’re dealing almost entirely in shadows. 
They’re necessary to bring out the texture 
and form of an image. A good trick is to 
toy with the image in black-and-white as 
well as color; if it looks good in both, your 
shadows are strong.  

Here are some ways to consider using 
shadowplay to your advantage for 
landscapes: 

Emotional darkness.

Shadows are ideal for creating a tense, moody 
atmosphere. Use long shadows during the 
golden hour to emphasize the girth and weight 
of trees or rocks, and it can create a looming 
presence out of something otherwise harmless. 
If you’re ever shooting in stormy or misty 
weather, too, you’ll find natural emotion seeping 
out from darker corners.  

Physical depth.

Shadows are better than anything at creating 
a sense of depth. Find the right lighting when 
shooting a mountain, so the cliffs and crags 
are both lit up and partly shadowed; this will 
give your image a three-dimensionality unlike 
anything Photoshop can offer.

Focus.

If you’re shooting anything by night, using only 
moonlight and a long exposure to shine light on 
your subject, the natural surrounding darkness 
will gently blur out everything surrounding what 
you need. Obviously this also applies to any 
type of photography, day or night: using natural 
shadows is the best way to create a natural 
framing device. 

DIY patterns. 

When you want to make something from 
nothing, look for shadows. A regular forest can 
pop off the screen in front of a low-hanging sun, 
creating patterns and texture where none might 
otherwise exist.  

Silhouette your subjects.

When you fix your camera settings to shoot 
into a bright sunset, you’re likely shooting at 
a fast shutter speed and low ISO. That means 
everything normal is going to look dark. That’s 
okay—if you account for it. Trees, people and 
buildings (a rustic church? Cabin in the woods?) 
make excellent silhouettes against a well-
exposed backdrop. No need to fix the exposures 
via HDR afterwards if the silhouettes are stark 
enough: you’ll have a subject, scene and mood 
all laid out for you. 
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Black-and-white photography demands a whole new set of eyes. The difference between green and brown may be starkly pleasing 
to those who can see it life, but make the leap into grayscale and the difference all but disappears. 

To shoot in black-and-white, rather than seeing the world as a color palette, you need to see it in terms of pure light and shadow.  
Tones matter more than colors, and the rules of photography change dramatically. 

Black and White

Black and White Landscapes with Horse by Nick Page

https://www.flickr.com/photos/nicksie2008/12953056854
https://www.flickr.com/photos/nicksie2008/
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A brief history of the art

The grandfather of black-and-white is 
indisputably Ansel Adams. Adams pioneered a 
style that depicted natural American landscapes 
as alluring, dramatic and otherworldly, often 
placing a large hanging moon over crags of 
textured rock and clouds for an eerie effect.

Part of what made Adams’s images so powerful 
was the simplicity of his shots. His composition 
was classical and created clearly-defined lines. 
His knack was for finding engrossing patterns 
and beautiful, peaceful scenes to capture. 

Along with Fred Archer, a Hollywood portrait 
photographer, Adams created the Zone System 
for black-and-white photography. The Zone 
System breaks down a grayscale, from black to 
white, into 11 distinct shades:

The idea is to emphasize the artist’s visualization 
of the final product—something that came easy 
to Adams, and is perhaps less useful to early 
experimenting photographers. Expert black-and-
white shooters can also determine a scene’s 
luminance by eye to judge the right exposure 
setting—a key element in bringing out the 
correct exposure of blacks and whites. 

To simplify the Zone System concept, think of 
it as a search for contrast. Black-and-white 
photography works when there is a variety 
of zones in a single image: most of Adams’s 
famous shots, such as “The Tetons and the 
Snake River” or “Moonrise, Hernandez, New 
Mexico,” are renowned for including up to six 
or seven zones in a single image. A shot that 
is all black or near-black would be muggy and 
uninteresting, but an image that ranges from 
black to near-white is more likely to appear 
engaging and dynamic. 

The Zone System is also useful for determining 
textures. Pure blacks and whites offer no texture, 
but can give great effect as shapes; meanwhile, 
scroll down a few zones and patterns can start 
to emerge through the darkness or lightness, 
providing a pleasant gradation and fluidity in the 
image.    

Decrease distractions

Some black-and-white landscape photographers 
look for objects in terms of pure form. Because 
grayscale decreases easy contrasts, landscape 
photographers tend to gravitate towards 
naturally beautiful shapes in mountains, trees 
and rivers. 

Scenes with shadows, shapes, lines and 
textures shine more in black-and-white. Always 
keep an eye out for patterns: in the sky, among 
trees and at the beach. Clouds, forests and sand 
dunes can all make great patterns that translate 
into black-and-white. High-contrast images, too, 
especially with a low-hanging sun, are useful for 
adding depth. Having the right light can reduce 
the amount of time spent on upping the contrast 
in post-processing: the golden hours may not 
give you the same golden hue when “gold” isn’t 
an option, but they still help accentuate lit-up 
areas and create gorgeous shadowy contrast.

Zones source: Wikimedia

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Zones.jpg


  Landscapes    79

What may work for color, may not work 
for black & white

Overcast lighting? Cloudless skies? While these 
might sometimes be desirable with color on 
your side, when translated into black-and-white, 
they’re ruinous. 

A clear blue sky in a colorized landscape photo 
can look pristine and healthy; in black-and-
white it looks like you’re shooting against a 
gray screen. Grayscale demands drama, action 

and differences in texture. Clouds are great for 
breaking up boring skies. Remember, it isn’t 
about color—it’s about contrast. 

The conversion conversation

Some cameras have in-camera black-and-white 
conversion—ignore this. Seriously. 

It’s much better to shoot photographs in color 
first, and convert them into black-and-white 
after the fact. Post-processing allows you to 

change color casts more easily and offers more 
depth for black-and-white options, and, as we’ll 
go over later, you can manipulate your images 
much more freely after capturing the full details 
in your camera’s normal settings. 

I’ve included two black-and-white Lightroom 
presets in this book to help with quick 
conversions: one that transforms most shots 
into terrific, smooth black-and-white images, 
and another with a more stylized high-contrast 
approach.

Winter Forest by Scott Wylie.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/scotbot/11337652886
https://www.flickr.com/photos/scotbot/
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Bad Weather Can Add Drama to the Sky
Dramatic skies are a huge boost to landscape photos. Light bursting through dark clouds, stellar flashes of purple lightning, 
the calm before and after a storm—all add a special element to the scene.

1/45 sec, ISO 100, 50mm, Mencer by Feans.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/endogamia/5305466907
https://www.flickr.com/photos/endogamia/
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Not only does bad weather add an edge 
to your photo, but stormy weather creates 
skies that are full of color and texture, 
providing a feeling of gloominess, fury, 
eeriness and even peace. In short, the 
stormy sky portrays emotion.

For the landscape photographer, a 
sudden, drastic change in weather can 
be an amazing opportunity to capture a 
truly dramatic shot. The light and cloud 
formations before, during and after a 
thunderstorm, for example, can really offer 
up an array of beautiful imagery. From 
shafts of golden sunlight breaking through 
the clouds and glistening in the lingering 
rain to powerful lighting cutting across the 
dark sky, stormy weather, if photographed 
right, can add so much energy, emotion, 
drama and dimension to an otherwise 
dreary scene. 

That’s what we’re going to discuss in this 
section—capturing a dramatic sky. But 
before we jump right into the storm, let’s 
go over some safety tips; no matter how 
beautiful the stormy sky might be, no 
photo is worth putting yourself in danger. 
Or putting your camera gear in danger, for 
that matter.

Protecting your gear

Once you have yourself covered up from the 
elements, it’s time to safeguard your equipment. 
A lens hood can help protect your lens and 
images from rain and water spots which can 
cause ugly blurring.

To further protect your gear, you should invest 
in a waterproof camera bag and a rain sleeve 
to keep your camera dry when in use. Also, 
consider filters as lens protection. 

Protecting yourself

Safety first. Don’t go venturing out during a 
storm, especially if you don’t know anything 
about weather patterns. Right after the storm is 
usually all right, but at your own risk. So many 
of the best photos can be captured right before 
or after the storm anyway, so it’s not worth 
jeopardizing your safety when the storm is at its 
worst.

Step one is protecting yourself. Know the 
storm, learn about it, follow it, don’t just expose 
yourself to it blindly. Always take your storm 
photos from a safe place, like a house or car, 
if the weather is exceptionally nasty. And, of 
course, if it’s lightning, don’t stand near metal 
poles or under trees. 

If you’re shooting in rain, hail, snow, any 
wet weather, you want to make sure you are 
completely waterproofed. This will not only keep 
you dry and warm, but in a happier state of mind 
to focus on your photography. A waterproof 
jacket, pants and boots will help you have a 
good experience. Then make sure you have 
either a hood or rain hat and some gloves that 
will stay dry. 
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Capturing dramatic skies in bad 
weather

Stormy, rainy and just generally ugly weather 
is the perfect opportunity to brush up on your 
low-key landscape photography. This is when 
the majority of tones are dark, which may seem 
likely to produce dark, hard-to-see images, but 
in fact, can make for the most dramatic photos 
that portray a sense of doom or eeriness.  
Or, when shooting just before or after a big 
storm, you can get the dark tones of the clouds 
and maybe, if you’re lucky, a bright burst of 
sunshine coming through those dark clouds 
that creates a wonderful contrast.

When taking a landscape photo with a stormy 
background, make sure you have a strong focal 
point. 

Have you ever seen a sunset after a big storm? 
It seems like the bigger the storm the more 
spectacular the sunset. The amazing orange 
rays cutting sharply across the gloomy sky can 
evoke such a feeling of hope.

There is so much beauty hidden in the clouds, 
just waiting to burst free.

The darker the cloud, the more dramatic it is. 
Depending on the emotion you want to capture 
and portray, you’ll need to experiment with 
different filters and shutter speeds. A polarizing 
filter will add more depth to the clouds and 
reduce reflection, which is especially helpful 
if you’re shooting through a window. Neutral 
density, graduated neutral density and color 
correction filters will also enhance the clouds 
and help you get the dramatic impact you desire.

Shooting storm clouds

Unique, imposing and even scattering storm 
clouds can have a greatly dramatic effect on a 
landscape photo. Not only do they change the 
mood of the photo, but they help define depth  
in the image.

The different types of clouds will each add a 
different element to your photo. For example, 
rain, snow and hail clouds can make for highly 
contrasted and moody photos. Because they are 
weighed down by moisture, they are large, full 
and lumpy and appear dark on the bottom and 
brighter on the top.

f/9, 1/200 sec, ISO 800, 11mm, Curious Cows by Daniel Rodriguez.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/drodphoto/14000060755
https://www.flickr.com/photos/drodphoto/
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Lightning

There’s no denying that lightning can make for incredibly powerful landscape photographs. While lightning can be photographed in the 
daytime, it is best captured in the evening or at night to get the full impact.

Because lightning can not be predicted—the intensity, brightness and location are always different—it is extremely difficult to guess the 
proper exposure. The whole process of photographing lightning requires experience, luck and patience. 
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Shooting long exposure in bulb mode

The best way to capture bright, stunning pictures 
of lightning is to take bulb exposures. The bulb 
mode setting (B shutter speed) on your camera 
allows you to control just how long the shutter 
stays open. 

You want to leave the shutter open long enough 
to get a clear, bright, defined photograph of the 
lightning flash, but not so long that too much 
light gets in and washes out the whole image. 
To get the right setting, you’ll need to take some 
test shots beforehand. 

When your camera is all setup (I’ll go over proper 
setup in a minute), take a few shots of the sky 
and desired landscape, even if there isn’t any 
lightning, and figure out how long you can leave 
your shutter open without letting too much light 
in to ruin the photo. Typically, this is between five 
and 30 seconds.

Then, when you know your best shutter speed, 
leave your camera pointing in the direction of 
the lightning with the shutter open until you see 
a lightning flash, or the 30 seconds is up, and 
release the shutter.

Now, you’re probably not going to stand next to 
the camera holding the shutter button for a long 
exposure shot, and actually, in a storm it’s really 
not safe to do so anyway, so you’ll want to find 
yourself a decent remote shutter release. Bulb 
mode is always used with a remote release.

Shooting lightning

First things first, you want to stay clear of a 
thunderstorm, so shoot from a distance using 
a long exposure. Use the widest lens you have 
and frame your shot, keeping the horizon low 
and the sky big, to maximize your chances of 
capturing lightning. Set your camera on a sturdy 
tripod and focus manually at infinity since you 
won’t be able to guess where the bolts will 
appear in the frame.

Since lighting is erratic in nature, it’s pretty 
difficult to know exactly which settings you 
should use. A general rule of thumb is apertures 
ranging from f/5.6 to f/11 at ISO 100 usually 
work well if you’re shooting lightning at a 
medium distance—three to nine miles away.  
As the distance increases—the lightning gets 
farther away—increase the aperture and ISO.

Start at a mid to high-range aperture (f/8), a low 
ISO (100) and a long shutter speed of 20 to 30 
seconds and adjust from there. Enable the mirror 
lock-up function and use a remote release to 
minimize camera shake. Bracket your shots for 
variety.

One common mistake people make when 
photographing lightning is overexposing. 
Remember to expose for the flash of lightning, 
not the scene without lightning. You’re 
depending on the light from the flash, not the 
ambient light. 

Self-timer vs. remote release

I talked about the advantages of using the self-
timer to avoid motion blur when pressing the 
shutter button earlier in the Setting up for the 
Shots section, but that method doesn’t work as 
well here. A remote shutter release is the best 
option for lightning shots as it will allow you to 
take exposures longer than 30 seconds in bulb 
mode. It will also allow you to close the shutter 
immediately after a lightning strike occurs which 
will help the lightning be bright in the resulting 
photograph.

If you do use the self-timer for whatever reason, 
set it at two seconds rather than 10 to make 
sure you’re capturing as many shots as possible, 
limiting the chance of missing a great strike.  
As soon as one exposure is finished, start the 
timer again.

With a remote release in bulb mode, the chances 
of you missing a fantastic flash of lightning 
are far less because there is no countdown 
delay. Simply keep the shutter open until you 
see a lightning strike, release and begin a new 
exposure right away to await the next bolt. 

Example remote shutter release for certain Canon cameras. 
If you get one make sure it is the right one for your camera.
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Staying safe

Lightning is one of the most dangerous weather 
elements a landscape photographer can attempt 
to shoot. Photographing lightning from inside 
a safe shelter is best; and always stay a safe 
distance away. Don’t stand under trees or near 
metal poles—including your tripod. This is also 
where a remote release comes in.

When choosing a location to shoot, of course 
pick a spot where the view is magnificent, but 
make sure it’s safe. If the storm is close, within 
six miles, avoid being in an open field, on a hill, 
close to trees or power lines or in a body of 
water. Trying to photograph lightning is always 
potentially dangerious and not advised.

f/22, 45 seconds, ISO 100, 29mm, Lightning storm over the tree by Nikos Koutoulas.

Composition

As you get more experienced shooting storms 
and lightning, start focusing on composition in 
the landscape. Find the best location to shoot 
that provides a beautiful and stunning scene 
days before the actual storm. 

The lightning will be your primary subject, but 
other elements in the landscape will add drama 
and impact to your final image.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/33284937@N04/8976442461
https://www.flickr.com/photos/33284937@N04/
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After Dark
f/2.8, 25 seconds, ISO 1250, 17mm, Lose the City Lights by Zach Dischner.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/zachd1_618/8087972981
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zachd1_618/
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When you think about it, it’s not so 
common to see landscape images that 
have been shot at night. Landscapes are 
relatively easy to shoot in the daytime 
since the light available allows you to 
capture far-off images and just makes 
camera settings simple, but night shooting 
takes a little more effort.

Sunrise and sunset, especially, provide 
amazing lighting that makes already 
beautiful scenery pop and incite emotion. 
But, nighttime photos can also be 
stunning. While photographing at night can 
have its challenges, if you know the right 
tricks, the payoff can be huge. 

This type of photography will push your 
camera equipment to the limit; it is here 
where you will find out how well your 
camera’s sensor and lens collect light 
while still keeping noise to a minimum. 
You will find that iPhones, GoPros, and 
point and shoot cameras produce terrible 
results here. To get the sharpest night 
shots, you’ll want to go with a DSLR or 
mirrorless model preferably with a high 
quality sensor on a heavy duty tripod for 
these conditions.

And now the flashlights. A small flashlight will 
come in handy when trying to adjust camera 
settings, a headlamp is perfect for this. Then you’ll 
probably want a larger, more powerful light to help 
you brighten the scene so you can focus on it. 

If you have an object in the foreground you 
wantto focus on, you can cast light on it with a 
flashlight to help you focus either with autofocus 
or manual focus, then turn the flashlight off if  
you like.

Manual focus is best 

One of the biggest challenges you’ll have 
shooting at night is focusing on your scene. 
Since autofocus systems in most cameras work 
by detecting contrast, AF will probably let you 
down when photographing in the dark. But, 
remember the trick where you can switch to 
Manual and use Live View zoomed in to focus.

With the Live View feature you can zoom in 
significantly to establish a focus and maintain 
that focus while shooting in darkness. If you 
don’t have this option, then you can use your 
large flashlight to cast enough illumination 
on your subject, creating contrast to allow 
autofocus to work. This is great if you have an 
object in the foreground that you want to focus 
on, but if you’re shooting a distant landscape, 
the flashlight trick won’t work.

The general rule for shooting night scenes is 
to use a slow shutter speed, low ISO and wide 
aperture. To ensure the most control of your 
exposures, shooting in Manual mode is best to 
get the settings needed for nighttime conditions. 

Night Photography Kit

The equipment needed is actually pretty 
basic—a DSLR camera with a bulb setting,  
a sturdy tripod, a remote shutter release and  
a couple flashlights.

Taking night photos not only requires slow 
shutter speeds but the ability to control how 
long the shutter stays open since an exposure 
taken without any artificial light can sometimes 
take 15 minutes or more. With shutter speeds 
this long it can become kind of a guessing/
testing game. I’ve found that the camera usually 
underestimates the necessary shutter speed, 
so going for more often doesn’t hurt as it is 
relatively hard to overexpose a landscape at 
night.

Most cameras only offer timed shutter speeds 
of up to 30 seconds. Shooting in B mode will let 
you control how long the shutter stays open and 
you can lock it open with a remote release until 
the exposure is finished. And since you won’t be 
manually pushing the button, your camera shake 
will be minimal, decreasing the risk of a blurry 
image. 

For the same reason, you’ll need a sturdy tripod. 
Make sure it is rock solid as any movement from 
wind can significant blur the image when using 
shutter speeds this long. You may even consider 
weighing it down—try hanging your camera bag 
on it, or wedge it between some rocks.



  Landscapes    88

Night photography camera settings

First, compose and focus your shot. Then start 
with an ISO of 800 or so, an aperture of f/6.7 
or below and expose for 30 to 45 seconds. 
Take a few test shots, reviewing them on the 
LCD screen, and adjust from there. If your 
images look too bright, underexpose by one 
or two stops to darken them up. If too dark, 
overexpose by a few stops and go from there.

A stop is a doubling or halving of the amount of 
light let in when taking a photo.

Of course a higher f-stop and low ISO speeds 
are great when possible. But you will find that 
using these settings after dark will force your 
camera to register extremely long shutter 
speeds for a proper exposure, often too long. 
So you will likely find yourself lowering the 
f-stop and raising the ISO gradually until you 
find a good balance and reasonable shutter 
speed.

Shoot for the moon

Composition is extremely important in any 
landscape photo, so plan wisely. A strong focal 
point in the foreground, like a spindly, eerie-
looking tree can add drama to your image.  
And for an even more dramatic effect, shoot  
on a full moon. 

Landscapes after dark usually work best on 
a night with a full moon. With a full moon 
and long shutter speeds you can light up a 
landscape pretty well. Not only is it a powerful 
light source, the moon can give your image a 

sense of mystery.

f/4, 841 seconds! ISO 300, 10mm, Kearsarge Pinnacles by Moonlight by Jeff P.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jeffpang/6079752728
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jeffpang/
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Night Sky
When shooting after dark, don’t forget 
the sky, as it can strikingly enhance a 
nighttime landscape photo. A magically lit 
up night sky has the ability to add a special 
element to your images, whether you’re 
shooting the moon, stars, or auroras.

Long exposures are key to capturing  
these phenomenons so be patient. 
Also, remember that the sky in a long 
exposure will look a lot different than what 
you see before you. Sometimes you’ll 
get star trails, the clouds may look a little 
wispier, and you’ll see colors that aren’t 
visible to the naked eye. 

For this photo I didn’t have a remote release with me at the time 
and was just using a self-timer to activate the shutter, which 

means I didn’t have an effective way to do exposures longer than  
30 seconds. At 30 seconds I was still getting dark results, 

so I widened my aperture (lowered my f-stop) and raised my ISO 
speed to allow the sensor to collect more light at the same 30 

second shutter speed. f/7.1, 30 seconds, ISO 5000, 24mm.
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Avoid light pollution

Night sky landscape photos are best shot in 
locations with minimal light pollution. If you’re 
out to shoot the stars, light coming from 
buildings, streetlights, or even the moon will 
diminish their intensity. In that case, you’ll want 
to go out on a moonless night. A new moon—
when it is not visible at all—will provide the 
brightest stars and Milky Way. 

The best thing is to avoid cities and towns 
and head to the country. And, as always 
when shooting in the dark, plan your location 
beforehand. 

This is just a general guideline, but depending on 
what you’re shooting, your settings will change. 
If you do not have a remote shutter release 
with you and your results are still too dark at 30 
second shutter speeds, at this point consider 
using a wider aperture (lower f-stop) and/or 
raising the ISO speed. This will allow your sensor 
to collect more light without needing to go to 
longer shutter speeds.

Moon photography

First of all, it’s a really good idea to know the 
phases of the moon before going out. This will 
help you plan your composition as you’ll be able 
to know when it rises, the direction it will travel, 
and when it sets.

Photographing the moon can be extremely 
tricky. There are many techniques you can 
employ, from shooting with a telephoto lens, 
bracketing your shots and combining exposures 
in post production. If you want the moon to be 
the focal point in your image, then go with a 
telephoto lens to give you a nice big, detailed 
moon. But, if you just want the moon to enhance 
an already stunning landscape, a wide-angle 
lens will do the trick; it just means your moon 
won’t be as big.

In general, when shooting the night sky and 
a full moon, you can start with a low ISO of 
100 and an aperture of around f/8. Since the 
moon can be pretty bright and depending what 
you’re shooting, you’ll have to experiment with 
exposure times. Start with 10 seconds and 
increase it as necessary; you may end up at two 
minutes or more.

Equipment and settings

Shooting the night sky employs much of the 
same settings and techniques as discussed 
in the After Dark section. Again, you’ll need a 
DSLR with bulb exposure, a tripod and a remote 
shutter release. 

In B mode, set your camera to manual focus and 
focus to infinity. You’ll want to use a lens with a 
large aperture, set between f/2.8 and f/4 to start. 
Try to keep your ISO on the lower side to reduce 
noise, but increase it if you have to. Set up your 
composition and take a few test shots, exposing 
for 20 to 30 seconds with the remote release. 
Slow your shutter speed to let more light in, if 
needed.

Moon Phases, source: Orion 8 on Wikimedia.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Moon_phases_en.jpg
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Star photography

When shooting stars, leave the moon out of it. 
The darker the sky, the brighter your stars will be.

A good starting point for capturing clear, bright 
stars in a landscape photo is to use a wide 
aperture (in the f/2.8 to f/4 range), a moderate 
ISO (say 800 to 1600 to start) and a 20 second 
exposure. 

To figure out your maximum exposure, you can 
use the 600 Rule. Basically, to make sure you 
aren’t getting visible star trails (we will discuss 
that topic in more length in the photography 
tricks section), divide 600 by the focal length 
you are shooting at. Remember, the maximum 
exposure time is just a baseline, you can change 
it to get the effect you’re going for.

If you do see trails behind the stars, decrease 
your exposure time a little. If the stars aren’t 
appearing bright enough, increase your 
exposure time. 

Auroras

We’ve all seen pictures of the Aurora Borealis—
almost neon-like sheets of green light floating 
and dancing in the sky. Well, the reality is 
auroras are not typically or consistently that 
enveloping. Aurora Borealis can appear pretty 
faint, so to capture the lights properly, you 
need to be in as dark a place as possible, away 
from any hindering light pollution using similar 
exposure settings as for stars.

f/2.8, 30 seconds, ISO 1600, 11mm, Aurora Borealis by L.E Daniel Larsson.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/daniellarsson/12309583766
https://www.flickr.com/photos/daniellarsson/
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If landscape photography explores 
the connection between humanity and 
nature, there is no better addition to the 
photograph than a little humanity itself. 
Some might consider bodies in landscapes 
somehow ruinous of what landscape 
photography stands for—that is, a pristine 
natural world, free of humanity’s pollutive 
corruption. 

Including People f/13, 1/250 sec, ISO 400, 47mm, Standing over the clouds by Ewen Roberts.

But many disagree. People like seeing 
people. I don’t have hard data to back 
this up, but I’ve noticed my own photos 
get much more widely shared across 
social media when there’s a person within 
the landscape—maybe it’s a reassuring 
testament to human ability, to hike or sail 
or fly to some remote part of the world,  

or maybe it’s just a face to empathize with. 
Regardless, it works, and it’s a technique 
you should try whenever you find the 
opportunity.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/donabelandewen/470780785
https://www.flickr.com/photos/donabelandewen/
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Create perspective

Often, what makes landscape shots so jaw-
dropping is their ability to compare it to what 
we have trouble comprehending otherwise. 
Colombia’s world-record-shattering palm trees, 
up to 160 feet tall, may not look like much 
on their own in a photo—but stand back and 
capture their full height towering over someone a 
foot away, and the shot’s made for you. 

People are great for adding perspective. One 
classic option (that is somewhat time consuming 
and difficult to coordinate, but always worth it) 
is to make them look small and insignificant, but 
still visible. Send your subject off ahead of you, 
either on the edge of a cliff or in a field or desert 
alone. Frame it properly, and suddenly your 
standard landscape has a tiny subject, all too 
human, and a reminder to your viewers of how 
small we are in comparison to the world.  

The conceptual idea, as with all human 
involvement in landscape shots, is to integrate 
your subject into the scene seamlessly. Don’t 
make them stick out awkwardly. Blend them into 
the imagery. On that note...

Mastering the silhouette

Silhouettes are most common during sunsets—
often people will want a photo of themselves 
in front of a sunset, not realizing that the 
tremendous light pouring in behind them will turn 
them into a complete shadow. A flash, of course, 
will ruin the whole thing and make it look hokey, 
unless you have a proper expensive lighting 
rig—which I don’t suspect you will.  

Sometimes, though, silhouettes are the best way 
to play sunsets. They add a level of mystique 
and romance that fits perfectly with the orange-
purple shades behind.   

The best tip I can offer, aside from basic 
compositional rules, is to meter your light close 
to the light source, rather than the subject itself. 
This is the best way to ensure the person is 
truly underexposed—odds are you want them 
to be completely black, which will provide 
the strongest level of depth and color on the 
light source itself. Again, this is an instance of 
humanity blending into the natural world—not 
invading it. 

Avoid portraiture

Portrait photography is something else entirely. 
Even if you shot focuses on a human—a girl 
wading in a river, or a man standing alone in 
a field of flowers—you shouldn’t treat it like 
a portrait, which would involve bokeh and a 
shallow depth-of-field. It’s generally still a good 
idea to keep everything sharp. 

Instead, shoot candid-style. Pose them (if you 
pose them at all) facing away from your lens, 
acting natural—again, blending with the scenery. 
A local Indian girl stepping through a quiet river 
can still combine human elements with the 
natural world, without sacrificing one for the 
other. 

f/8, 1/1000 sec, ISO 250, 35mm, Photographer silhouette on Bali Island.

Waterfall by Daníel Örn Gíslason.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/danielorn/2923318084
https://www.flickr.com/photos/danielorn/
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Landscape Selfies Primary shot f/14, 1/80 sec, ISO 200, 28mm on primary shot, primary shot processed in Lightroom, 
processed the bracketed shots in photomatix, opened both those resulting images as layers in 

photoshop, used photoshop to combine the best attributes of both images using the layer mask 
tool, for example parts of the grass are HDR–see processing section for more info.
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If there’s no one else around to stand in 
your landscape, throw yourself into the mix! 
Half the fun of traveling is proving you’ve 
been there. Most tourists evidence their 
experiences with souvenirs or postcards, 
but photographers tend to enjoy a different 
route: rather than buy a postcard, why 
not make your own? And what’s more 
personalized than a beautiful postcard-
perfect shot with you standing proudly in it?

Selfies have peaked in popularity maybe to 
the point of cliche, the practice extending 
to late night talk shows, Academy Awards 
ceremonies and improv pranks. But 
landscape selfies are a whole other beast. 
At their most effective, landscape selfies 
show yourself as a part of the landscape; 
you should look integrated, or stick out in 
a unique way. They show the landscape 
itself, and you just happen to be a part 
of it. Some of the best ones I’ve seen is 
where the photographer looks like a lone 
traveler looking away from the camera out 
into the landscape - it often makes the 
resulting landscape photo even stronger. 
But sometimes you just want to throw 
yourself into the image as a memory or 
souvenir of the location which is great too.

Whether it’s jumping on the beach or 
striking a yoga pose on a broken log in the 
middle of the forest, by putting yourself in 
the image, it should be just like working 
with any other subject—statue, human, 
cabin—except, well, it’s you. 

Take your time

If you’re alone, you’ll need to use your self-timer. 
A good amount of time for this is 10 seconds; 
this will often give you enough time to get into a 
position and relax, so you won’t look hurried. 

Selfies will be pretty difficult without a tripod—
you can try the traditional arm-extension selfie 
style, provided you have the right lens. You’ll 
need a fairly wide one, preferably wider than 
18mm, to capture anything decent while holding 
your camera at arm’s length (lest you fill most 
of the frame with your face). Just be sure to 
securely strap your camera to your wrist—SLRs 
are, obviously, much heavier than smartphones, 
and the configuration of hitting the shutter can 
be tricky when it’s flipped around. Those things 
weren’t made with selfies in mind. 

Focus on the focus

For the purpose of this section, I’m going to 
assume you’re using a tripod and self-timer. 
That’s the easiest way to go. And the easiest 
way to focus your lens without you in it is to 
focus on something you’ll be standing near—a 
tree or a rock, for example. Substitute yourself 
and the manual focus won’t know the difference.

If you’re out in the open, try tilting your camera 
down and zooming into the blades of grass or 
ground where you’re going to stand. Then zoom 
back out and the focus should stay set to that 
area. It may take a few tries to nail it perfectly, 
but if you’re looking for just a memento, you’ll 
find the technique works pretty well every time, 
and the result should be a postcard-worthy 
landscape image that just so happens to feature 
the photographer as well.
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As Woody Allen once said, “80 percent of life is showing up.” The same is true of photography: right time, right place. 

As a photographer, you’ve got to train your eyes to watch for good locations, interesting angles and unique shots. When you see one, you won’t always 
have time to set up your heavy tripod and grab the right lens—you’ve got to work with what you have, even if it’s an iPhone or simple point-and-shoot. 

Take a moment to just enjoy the scene and consider the best angle to shoot it—rarely is the best angle where you happen to be standing at that moment. 
Consider low, high or side angles of any scenario. 

When you need to think quickly, it’s good to remember the fundamentals of setting up a shot: look for reflections, leading lines and thirds to divide the shot 
into. But, if you have time, try also breaking those same rules: capture a scene in a unique perspective that people may never have seen before. Landscape 
photography is tricky, because there’s a great sense of “been there, done that.” Get creative—you’ll have more fun.

Right Time, Right Place f/14, 1/40 sec, ISO 200, 24mm, processed mostly in Lightroom, processed HDR version 
with bracketed shots in Photomatix, used photoshop to mask in HDR version on the grass
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f/14, 20 seconds, ISO 320, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.



Cities are symbols. They symbolize the triumph of what 
men and women can create when they work together, an 
accumulation of electricity, steelwork and design. They’re  
also kind of terrifying: cities are absorptive monsters that 
consume us in traffic gridlocks. We see a photo of a downtown 
skyline, spot a small yellow square of light coming from an 
apartment, and realize how small we are in these densely 
packed urban areas.

Good cityscape photography makes the viewer feel both 
things: awe and terror. It should make them feel exhilarated at 
the endless possibilities tucked into every corner of downtown 
Tokyo, but also petrified at the enormity of Shanghai’s systemic 
twisting roads. From an aerial view we can spot all the boats in 
Toronto’s harbor, the landmarks of New York’s skyline, and the 
signature rivers coursing through London, Seoul and Paris. 

When we see cities, we see everything.  

Shooting cityscapes isn’t all that different from shooting 
landscapes. The same general rules apply: skyscrapers are 
mountains, roads are rivers and dramatic clouds make them 
look that much cooler. 

The biggest difference is that cities change at night.  
A mountain is a mountain any time of day, but by night,  
a building transforms into a blaze of lights to challenge the 
stars, roads light up with moving dots of red and yellow,  
neon lights line the streets in attempts to catch your eye. 

Visually, cities come alive at night. 

When dealing with all this extra clutter, it’s important to 
remember the fundamentals of photography, which still very 
much apply. You want to look for interesting angles, not 
just generic skyline shots. You need to know how to frame 
buildings of various sizes so the levels (or lack of them) play  
in your favor. You should understand how to see roads as 
leading lines and how to use exposure times to manipulate  
the movement of foot and car traffic. 

There are a lot more factors to take into account, which can 
be difficult for first-time photographers. Don’t see the human 
element as a burden, but as an opportunity to create exciting 
and dynamic images of the unnatural environment in which 
most humans live.  
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f/11, 1/1000 sec, ISO 125, 35mm, processed in Lightroom.
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For any photographer, just starting out or seasoned pro, cities are amazing, magical subjects. With unique people, architecture, 
landmarks, neighborhoods—just a unique essence in general—they offer so much photographic diversity and stunning, dramatic images 
can be found around every corner. 

Every city has its own vibe, its own personality, some may say its own story. But the truth is, every city has a million stories. Its the job of 
the cityscape photographer to capture those stories and share them in their own personal way. 

City streets are filled with photographic gems—interesting people passing you on the sidewalk, the eclectic clientele and vendors at 
city market places, chaotic traffic, graffiti, even public transportation can offer its share of interesting photos—the trick is to always be 
prepared for these moments. So, always carry a camera in the city!

Always carry a camera in the city f/7.1, 1/320 sec, ISO 400, 16mm, 
processed in Lightroom.
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Being Prepared

A DSLR is preferred, but the key is building a 
habit around carrying a camera at all times in the 
city, such as to work, on the subway, on your 
taxi rides, outings for food, etc. If you can carry 
a DSLR all the time, that’s great - but I find this 
a little cumbersome sometimes so I also have 
a little point and shoot that I keep close to the 
door so I remember to grab it when I go out. If 
you’re out to shoot cityscapes in the evening 
then, yes, you’ll need a tripod, but great photos 
can also be taken during your daily routine when 
you least expect it.

Some of the best cityscape photos occur 
when pedestrians stand in the perfect spots, 
often without even knowing they’re doing it. 
Since these perfect moments often happen 
unexpectedly, it’s important to have a camera 
ready. Shooting from the hip is a great, 
inconspicuous and unique angle providing 
method to help you get the perfect shot.

I recently went on a bachelor party to New 
Orleans, and I didn’t want to be “that guy”  
who was carrying a camera everywhere.  
So I ended up taking a GoPro and keeping it  
in my back pocket whenever we went out.  
I ended up capturing a lot of cityscapes and 
street photos with it on photo mode - and I  
have two of them in my portfolio now.  
The GoPro takes pretty decent wide angle 
12 megapixel photos now - it’s not ideal, but 
workable in post-processing and convenient  
to carry - just one example.

High quality mirrorless cameras are getting 
smaller and smaller and they work great for 

carrying them in a purse, briefcase, or slung over 
a shoulder. I’m anxiously awaiting one that can 
comfortably fit in a back pocket which I think 
might be soon. Carrying little Leica cameras is 
even kind of a fashion statement around LA, I 
see photographers and well-dressed ladies alike 
with them slung over their shoulders all the time.

Fair enough, it’s not always convenient or 
comfortable to carry a camera around. Maybe 
you’re on vacation and just want to see the 
sights, maybe you’re just tired of everyone 
staring at you like you’re a clueless tourist. It’s 
easy to find reasons NOT to carry your camera, 
but you will miss photo opportunities if you do. 
Including a convenient camera in your daily 
routine at home or on vacation can help.

Staying Confident

Don’t get self-concious carrying your camera. 
Sure, people might give you strange looks and 
often direct curiosity towards photographers on 
the street, but stay cool. The more confident you 
are, the more they will accept your presence as 
normal.

If people are staring at you, forget about them. 
Or, really show how confident you are by 
including them in the shot. I mentioned being 
inconspicuous earlier, but you don’t want to 
sneak up on people or seem creepy. Ask them  
if you can take their photo, don’t be shy!

f/14, 1/160, ISO 125, 28mm, processed in Lightroom.



Buildings
f/7.1, 1.3 seconds, ISO 4000, 28mm, processed in Lightroom.
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I’ve always loved photographing buildings. 
There’s just something about the way the 
lines interact with varying perspectives, the 
way the abstract details can be enhanced 
to create an entirely different view. There’s 
so much beauty in architecture. And there 
are so many ways to photograph it. 

Composition

Buildings can be a big challenge for effective 
compositions. For example, I was so excited to 
go to Dubai and photograph the Burj Khalifa, but 
once I was actually near it I found out it was so 
tall compared to everything else around it that 
I would have to be miles away if I wanted to fit 
anything else in the photo. 

So I ended up taking photos mostly from the 
base looking up which wasn’t my original 
vision. A few turned out alright but with no other 
buildings around it in the photo, it’s hard for the 
viewer to get an idea of how gargantuan the Burj 
Khalifa really is.

The following pages discuss some effective 
strategies for eye-catching compositions in the 
cityscapes arena.

Top: f/7.1, 6 seconds, ISO 400, 25mm, processed in Photoshop. 

Bottom: f/13, 1/1000 sec, ISO 125, 16mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Converging Parallels

Normal lenses can also have some difficulty 
with this type of perspective. When you tilt your 
camera upwards to photograph a tall building, 
the image of the building appears narrower 
at the top. This is an effect called converging 
parallels, which happens because the top of the 
building is further away from the camera.

You might want to invest in a Tilt-Shift, or 
perspective control, lens if you want to capture 
building height more accurately. A Tilt-Shift 
lens can literally be shifted to be parallel to a 
camera’s sensor to avoid convergence. 

If you don’t want to or can’t spend the extra 
money on a shift lens, there are a few techniques 
you can try to work around distortion:

  Go with it. You can always work extreme 
convergence into your photos to give them 
a surreal look and feel. A wide angle lens will 
give you more convergence so move in close 
and tilt drastically.

  Crop it. If you choose a portion of the building 
to shoot, rather than the whole thing, you can 
avoid distortion.

  Don’t tilt. To get a shot of the whole building 
without convergence, you will need to shoot 
straight on, no tilting, with a wide angle lens. 
You’ll have to move a far distance back and 
include a lot of foreground, but you can 
always crop that out in post-production.

Weather and lighting

You should also consider weather and lighting 
conditions and the impact they will have on 
building photos. Dark shadows from surrounding 
buildings or shooting upwards into the sun 
when it’s high can completely ruin your image. 
Morning and evening light provide much warmer 
tones and less shadows than midday.

Light from within the buildings will start to shine 
out shortly after sunset so that is a great time 
to photograph buildings. You can still get great 
shots of buildings later at night but your sky will 
be black and not as interesting.

f/7.1, 0.4 seconds, ISO 4000, 92mm, processed in Lightroom.

f/10, 1/80 sec, ISO 1000, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Perspective
When taking pictures in and of a city, it’s important to capture 
the essence of the city and portray the local way of life.  
To do this, you should take a bunch of photos of different 
scenes and situations with different angles and perspectives. 

Of course, it’s great to take pictures of the city’s most famous 
sites and landmarks, but also get some images of everyday 
life. Say you’re in Barcelona, you can’t miss La Sagrada 
Família, but what about capturing a photo of three old men 
sitting on a bench, each holding his cane in front of him, 
watching the passersby? Perspective helps decide what kind 
of cityscape story you will tell through your photograph.

And now ask yourself, “How am I going to photograph those 
old men with the city in the background? Where will I position 
the camera?” Perspective options in cityscapes are more 
vast than in landscape photography.

From photographing old men sitting on a bench from the side 
to portray diminishing size, shooting straight up at buildings 
to emphasize height, or photographing down a long street 
to get a sense of distance, the possibilities for unique city 
perspectives are endless.

While everything may look exciting and busy from street 
level, try moving to a higher vantage point to get a unique 
view. A higher angle or perspective can transform an average 
scene into a compelling image. Find an observation deck,  
a bridge, or get to the top floor of a building to experience  
a completely different cityscape perspective. 

f/8, 4 seconds, ISO 250, 45mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Linear Perspective

When you employ linear perspective, it gives an impression of depth and enhances the sense of distance. It is applied by using parallel lines that naturally 
occur in the scene and making them converge at a point in the distance. 

For example, you can try shooting abandoned train tracks down the lines. Shoot from a low point, between the rails so the lines appear wide apart at the 
beginning. As they get further away, they will look like they are drawing closer together until they meet at the vanishing point. 

This perspective will also draw the eye of the viewer into the scene.

f/14, 1.6 seconds, ISO 160, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.



  Cityscapes    106

Height Perspective

Where the base of an object lies in a photo 
can help define height. The farther up in the 
horizontal plane it is, the farther away it appears 
from the camera and the greater its height 
perspective.

If the object is lower in the horizontal plane,  
it appears closer in the photo.

f/11, 1/400 sec, ISO 100, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.

Diminishing Size Perspective

We all know that the farther away an object is 
from you, the smaller it appears. So, when you 
photograph people, for example, of roughly the 
same size, the furthest one away will look much 
smaller than the closest person. 

Shooting a location that has a repetition of 
objects, like lamp posts, will help to establish 
scale in the picture.

f/16, 1/640 sec, ISO 1000, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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One of your privileges, as a photographer, is the ability to go where most people don’t, to show them a world they rarely see.  
Rooftops are an integral part of that world. People don’t often venture up to random apartment rooftops, and anyone whose home  
lacks a good view wouldn’t even think they had the choice. That’s where you can show them a new perspective of the world. 

But not all rooftops are created equal, and often finding a spot is more difficult than framing the shot itself. Here are a few tips to  
ensure your roof-hopping adventures churn out quality results.

Rooftops f/11, 8 seconds, ISO 500, 28mm, processed in Lightroom.
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The view from above

While taking a shot from a new rooftop is always exciting, it’s not always easy to find a good roof. 
Think of your city from a high perspective, and try to imagine where you’d find the best angle. Do you 
want to include a popular intersection, or a famous landmark? Often the tallest buildings are the most 
recognizable—it’s common to climb the Eiffel Tower for a snapshot of Paris, but then your shot is 
missing the iconic tower itself. 

Find out if the city you’re shooting has any observation decks. Forget sacrificing quarters to those 
giant binocular stands and bring your wide-angle or telephoto lenses to capture whatever you see, 
because you know the views should be spectacular. But remember to time your visit right so the sun 
shines on your side—there’s nothing worse than schlepping all your gear up high, only to realize your 
subject’s covered in shadows. 

Open to the public

We can’t see them from street-level, but rooftops 
play home to more than you might ever have 
imagined. Rooftop restaurants, parks, lounges 
and pools are all common in major cities, and 
many are open to the public. These places will 
pride themselves on spectacular views while 
dining or sunbathing, so you’ll likely have a good 
opportunity to take attractive shots. 

Aerial shots are the most entrancing angles for 
rooftops, because they’re so rare. Gawking up 
at a magnificent building can make for daunting, 
impressive city images, but shooting from 
above is a more guaranteed way to show your 
audience something they might never have seen 
before. 

f/9, 1/200 sec, ISO 100, 32mm, processed in Lightroom.

f/7.1, 1/60 sec, ISO 800, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Say the magic word

Every skyscraper has rooftop access—it’s just 
a matter of who’s permitted to go there. If you 
don’t know anyone who works or lives in a 
building you want to shoot from, try just showing 
up and asking for the building manager. A polite 
introduction and professional explanation can 
sometimes be the difference between whether 
you get access or not. Who knows? Maybe the 
business owner will want a print once you’re 
done. Quid pro quo. 

Hotels are also great opportunities for rooftop 
shots. If you’re staying in one, you can ask for a 
room with a view facing a particular direction—
sometimes hotels facing shores will charge 
more, so the city-facing rooms might be less 
expensive. Even outside the rooms themselves, 
those windows at the end of hallways work fine, 
provided the view is decent. 

If you’re not staying the night but still want to 
check out the view, you can sneakily pretend 
like you’re interested and ask to see a room on 
one of the top floors; it’s a common courtesy for 
front desk staff to hand over a key and expect 
you back down in five minutes. (If you’re not 
comfortable telling a white lie, you can probably 
also just politely ask the front desk workers to 
take a few shots from up high, and they will likely 
say yes.)

All this, weather permitting

I’ve spoken often of the benefits to shooting in non-sunny weather: dramatic clouds look great, and 
overcast lighting creates a smooth natural light that’s much easier to shoot in. But the closer you are 
to the clouds, the less true this becomes. 

Sure, you’ll have a great view of high-contrast cloudscapes and a beautiful chance to capture 
lightning or thunderstorms. But if the weather is overcast or hazy, depending on the height of your 
chosen skyscraper, you might find yourself surrounded haplessly by fog or drizzle that clouds up your 
picture. A clear sky is best if you want a crisp view of every detail the city has to offer—including a 
faraway sunset you might not get a chance to see from any lower down. 

f/11, 5 seconds, ISO 100, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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In our search for the ultimate vantage point, more often than not, there will be a window between us and the cityscape we want to shoot. 
Most observations platforms or rooftop establishments, for example, have high glass walls or windows to protect patrons.

Sometimes, there are ways around it, like if you’re on an observation deck and the glass isn’t very high, consider lifting your tripod up in 
the air so your camera can peer over the glass. You will need to focus to infinity and utilize the 10 second self-timer for this technique.

But, in many situations, you have no other option but to shoot through a window. While shooting a cityscape through glass isn’t ideal,  
you can still capture great results. A handful of the photos in this ebook so far were captured through windows.

When you have to shoot through glass, there are a few tricks you can employ to cut reflections, minimize window grime and get clear 
shots that look like the glass was never there.

Photos Through Windows/Glass f/16, 1/13 sec, ISO 125, 24mm, part of a bracketed 
sequence of shots - this is the +1 shot because the primary 

exposure came out too dark, processed in Lightroom



  Cityscapes    111

Shoot close and straight

First and foremost, you want to find the cleanest 
area of the glass and get in close. Smudges, 
dirt and reflections will be most visible if you 
are shooting from far away, but are greatly 
minimized when up close. 

Test a larger aperture and press the lens 
up against the window if possible. This will 
put smudges and scratches out of focus, 
while keeping your subject in focus, to make 
imperfections unnoticeable. 

Reflections also become more prominent when 
shooting from an angle, so if you can, shoot 
straight up against the glass. If you have to 
angle the lens depending on where your subject 
lies, experiment with different angles to see if 
you can get rid of the reflections that way.

Turn out the lights

If you’re photographing city streets from inside, 
reflections from interior lights can ruin the photo, 
especially if the outside scene is darker than 
the inside. If you’re shooting from inside a hotel 
room, for example, turn off all internal lights. If 
you don’t have control over the internal lights, 
such as in a rooftop restaurant, try to get to 
the darkest area you can so there aren’t many 
reflections on the glass from inside lights.

A good way to block the inside light from 
creeping into your outside image is to use a 
big enough black cloth behind and around your 
camera. You can tape a large piece of dark 
fabric to the window with a hole cut out to fit the 
lens, or if nothing else, drape a dark sweater or 
jacket over the camera and surrounding glass.

Flash off, too

Shouldn’t even have to mention it but flash 
off! There’s no way flash will help anything or 
anybody in this situation. Your goal is to  
block outside light from getting into your photo, 
so you don’t want to add more outside light.

The flash will only show up as a burst of light in 
the image with all the spots and smudges on the 
glass emphasized and a nonexistent subject. 

Use a polarizing filter

A polarizing filter is a great and easy way to get 
rid of reflections on the glass you’re shooting. 
Basically, a polarizing filter cuts the extra light 
that causes glare in the image.

The best way to do this is to look through the 
viewfinder as you’re shooting and adjust the 
polarizer until your image has the least amount 
of glare possible. You want to line up the 
polarizer with the angle of the glare to block it.

The Clone Stamp Tool in Photoshop  
Can Help

While you want to do your best to reduce 
the little imperfections while you’re shooting, 
any minor issues that still remain can likely 
be cleaned up in post-production. So, if your 
resulting photo still has glass scratches or small 
reflections in it don’t fret, the clone stamp tool 
in Photoshop is perfect for getting rid of those 
minor issues.
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Skylines
f/8.0, 1/15 second, 35mm, ISO 2000, no tripod was available at the time so I raised the ISO speed to help achieve a shorter shutter speed and 

did my best to balance the camera on an object looking between two pieces of glass for an unobstructed shot, processed in Lightroom.

When we talk about cityscape photography, one of the most basic and trademark shots is the full skyline—the artificial horizon, made 
of buildings and towers jutting up and down into the skies above. Skylines can be jagged and coarse, or faint and smooth—often 
depending on the nature of the city itself. What’s important is that you let the cityscape speak for itself. 

These often panoramic city views bring out the personality of the city from afar, and give viewers the rare chance to see what a city looks 
like in its entirety. It defines the city’s personality—and often that personality is intense, enormous and full of life. 
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To find the city, escape it

One surefire way to capture a city skyline is to 
leave the city itself. If it’s sitting on a river, hop 
across; if it’s in a valley, climb the mountain 
outside. There are terrific vantage points outside 
cities, like hills, islands and boats, but all will 
involve a fair bit of travel time and some physical 
stamina to keep moving until you find a wide 
enough angle.  

Take, for example, downtown Los Angeles: 
to capture this magnificent skyline, most 
photographers would hike up Mount Hollywood 
until they found a good angle. Of course, this 
angle precludes including Mount Hollywood 
itself, but that also gives you the chance to show 
the city in a slightly different light. If you want 
to include major sites, you’ll need to go even 

farther: take a boat down to the islands south 
of Toronto, and you’ll find a clear shot of the CN 
Tower amid one of the world’s most recognizable 
downtown skylines. You’ll have to venture to 
uncommon places to find these angles. 

If you do find yourself on a slow-moving boat, be 
mindful of your camera’s shutter speed. Typically 
skylines glow with long exposures, but you won’t 
have that luxury if you’re constantly in motion.

Consider a Panorama

Sometimes skylines are too long to fit in 
one photo—that’s when you’ll find a perfect 
opportunity to try capturing it as a panorama. 

A panorama is where you take multiple photos in 
a row with overlapping edges, then stitch them 

together to make a single image Naturally, this 
shot is wider than most—long and narrow, it can 
capture a full skyline, bypassing adding in too 
much excess sky or ground. 

Most cameras (and even camera phones) 
have automatic built-in panorama modes. For 
the most part, they work pretty well—they 
occasionally make big mistakes, which is why 
it’s best to try a few angles. If your camera 
doesn’t have an automatic panorama mode, 
don’t fret; we will explain how to take custom 
panoramas in much more detail in a later chapter 
of the Photography Tricks section.

f/8, 1/400 sec, ISO 200, 50mm, Toronto Dusk Skyline Panorama by Anton Bielousov.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/bielousov/5858280521
https://www.flickr.com/photos/bielousov/
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Focus on the Corner of a Building

Finding the right focus can be difficult with the city miles away especially in low light. Remember a trick I mentioned in the “Setting up for the Shot(s) 
section”: in LiveView mode, use the LCD screen to zoom in on the corner of a building, and then manually focus until it is crisp. This will help ensure that 
your skyline comes out crisp and not fuzzy with the autofocus guessing game.

Another way to ensure an easier time focusing is to shoot skylines right after the golden hour, in what’s known as the “blue hour”—that short moment 
in twilight when the sky’s still blue, but the city lights have already turned on. Shooting in pitch-blackness is far more challenging, and not as visually 
stimulating, assuming you’re keeping your shot in color. The blue hour will give your skyline a hearty azure backdrop, and make your image that much 
more interesting. 

f/16, 3 seconds, ISO 200, 24.3mm, Braemar Hill by @^ ^@ elias.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/eliaswong/14311865834
https://www.flickr.com/photos/eliaswong/
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Leading Lines

f/11, ⅕ sec, ISO 160, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Just like in landscapes, leading lines 
are an integral part of three-dimensional 
cityscape composition. They add 
perspective, depth and intrigue to any 
image, all while taking the viewer on a 
journey from one point of the frame to 
another. 

In cityscapes especially, leading lines 
can create a strong sense of coherence 
in an otherwise chaotic scene. Think of 
train tracks, for example: rows of tracks 
surrounded by eager commuters and tall 

buildings could easily appear cluttered 
and frenetic (which could be a good thing, 
or could seem unfocused), but slice the 
image up with the right composition and 
a clean line, or series of lines, can cut 
through the chaos. 

Leading lines can convey conflict, 
perspective and importance, depending 
on where you place them. But you should 
also allow the lines themselves, if they’re 
naturally placed, to dictate the feel of 
your shot. Standing far from the Petronas 

Towers in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, may 
give you the chance to shoot them in their 
entirety, but standing next to them offers a 
significantly different, more daunting position 
in the frame. Those far-reaching skyscraper 
lines create a sense of movement that’s lost 
from afar. 

Leading lines will guide your viewers’ eyes, 
and tell them where to start and finish seeing 
the photo. It’s subtle—we see all of an image 
in a few seconds—but there’s an order it all 
happens it, and that order matters. 

f/8, 1/400 sec, ISO 400, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.f/13, 1/100 sec, ISO 200, 50mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Where to look for leading lines

As I’ve mentioned before in this book, 
cityscapes aren’t so different from natural 
landscapes. Mountains are skyscrapers; 
roads are rivers. These are all opportunities 
to find leading lines. Look for these next 
time you’re out shooting in a city:

  Roads

  Painted road lines

  Electrical poles

  Electrical wires

  Buildings

  Antennae

  Trains and tracks

  Bridges

  Buses

  Rivers

  Boardwalks

There’s no shortage of man-made lines in 
the world—it’s just a matter of where you 
look. Use different perspectives (low, high, 
aerial) to capture moments from different 
angles, and contort those lines into 
something creative and engaging. 

f/11, 1/40 sec, ISO 500, 24mm, took 5 bracketed hand-held shots 
activated by the 2-sec self timer as they walked toward me, 

processed the -1 bracketed shot in Lightroom

Captured on iPhone 5 with default settings, processed in Lightroom.

Create your own lines

If you’re looking to add a sense of depth 
where there is none—say, a fairly flat 
cityscape at night—you can create your 
own leading lines. One trick is to use the 
ol’ long exposure trick on traffic, turning 
car headlights and brake lights into fluid, 
zooming lines. This is a very handy tool for 
capturing a city’s natural sense of kinetic 
energy in a surreal way, but with minimal 
post-production. 

You can also find regular lines and simply 
position yourself around them in your shot, 
leading the audience’s eye from one side 
of the image to another. Remember: the 
key to proper leading lines is movement 
from side to side and/or front to back. 
There should be the sense of a journey, 
otherwise the line is flat and uninteresting. 
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f/11, 0.8 seconds on tripod, ISO 250, 24mm, processed in Lightroom

Want to take good street photos? Then 
you’ve got to take a lot of crappy ones. 

So much of street photography is luck—
shooting from the hip, chancing upon 
an interesting-looking person—that 

the best street photography is largely 
based on patience and happenstance. 
Street photography is basically a genre 
all to its own; while the same rules of 
artistic composition apply (rule of thirds, 
leading lines, and so on), you’re unlikely 

to have the time to set them up: street 
photographers move quickly, quietly and 
rarely have time for a second shot. 

First, let’s clear a few things up about the 
genre itself.

Street Photography
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How do we define street photography? 

Street photography tends to mean different 
things to different people: a sub-sect of 
cityscape photography, street photos focus 
less on landscapes and more on human beings. 
Street photography can tend to delve into 
portraiture, but often not in deliberate way; 
rather, it frames humans as part of a man-
made landscape, capturing city life for what it 
really is. In this sense, it’s the closest thing to 
documentary photography that we’ll cover in this 
book. 

Street photography is often candid: people don’t 
know they’re being photographed, which creates 
a wonderful sense of naturalism. This is where 
subtlety becomes necessity. In many cases, 
street photographers are wallflowers, and their 
subjects never know what shot them. 

Telling a story with people in it is a surefire way 
to increase human interest. Like I mentioned 
in the “Including People” chapter of the 
Landscapes section of this book, people love 
seeing people: it creates a sense of empathy, 
realism and perspective that pure cityscapes 
lack, and satiates viewers’ inherent curiosity 
about the lives of others. Much like how we love 
reality TV and social media, we are drawn to 
watching others act naturally.  

Top: f/5.6, 1/160 sec hand-held, ISO 500, 105mm, processed in 
Lightroom.

Bottom: Hand held shot at waist level while walking. f/10, 1/40 sec, 
ISO 200, 17mm, processed in Lightroom.
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How to take street photos

There’s no real “secret” to street photography, 
except that discretion is often paramount. One 
common technique is known as “shooting from 
the hip”—an act of photography so subtle that 
only the noise from your shutter gives you away. 
The idea is to hold your camera by your side, 
aim blindly, and take a series of shots to try and 
capture a scene without anyone knowing you’re 
shooting them.

When shooting from the hip, try to slow down 
your pace. You may feel the urge to hurry 
up, to snap your shot and move on quickly—
but slowing down will give you better odds 
of keeping a steady shot. You should get 
comfortable stopping and starting. If you need 
to keep walking, walk slowly, pushing the shutter 
whenever you have a chance to stand still. 

Also be aware of the low angle from which 
you’re shooting. People often look bad from 
low angles, but stand in front of a fruit stand, 
for example, and you can find some great 
foreground imagery with people working behind. 

When using the viewfinder, you’ll have to be 
subtle in setting up your shot. Don’t point your 
camera at someone for too long: if someone 
catches you, you might get a negative response. 
Just smile and be friendly—pretend like you’re 
a wide-eyed tourist, taking photos of everything 
you see, with the secret knowledge that only one 
of those five shots will be useful—the one with 
your subject in it. 

I find it’s better to snap single shots in 
rapid succession when it comes to street 
photography, rather than a bracketed sequence 

f/11, 1/250 sec hand-held, ISO 500, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.

f/11, 1/100 sec hand-held, ISO 800, 24mm, processed in Lightroom

of shots. That said, it’s nice to find some variation 
in street images by taking handheld bracketed 
sequences using the two-second self-timer, 
especially if the lighting isn’t on your side. 

If you don’t have the time, though, it’s better to 
keep a low profile and stick with single shots. It’s 
faster, quieter and can loosen up your job so you 
can move onto your next shot quickly. 
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Get used to saying, “Excuse me,  
I’m a photographer”

While candid photography typically requires 
discretion, sometimes openness and honesty 
works better. Posed street photos can reveal 
even more than un-posed ones, especially if 
you get permission from, say, a street vendor, 
to hang around and shoot for a while. The 
vendor’s calmness will assuage any concerned 
customers, and will give you the freedom to use 
the real-life scenario as your own personal photo 
shoot, capitalizing on better angles and intimate 
moments.  

Of course, you’ll have to first get comfortable 
approaching people at all. It takes a lot of 
courage to go out into the world and snap 
photos of people out for a quick trip to the 
grocery store. But boldness is a useful quality 
for photographers to have: even when you’re 
shooting subjects in a studio or hiking a 
mountain, a photographer needs confidence  
to know what he or she wants. You have to be 
able to envision a shot and make it happen—
and, sometimes, that means filling others in on 
your vision. This can seem awkward at first,  
but talking to people is a great way to boost it. 

If you want to take posed street photos, you 
can also ask people to stand a certain way and 
try to capture a certain moment or emotion—
working with the homeless, street vendors and 
buskers tend to be easier than people walking 
from one place to another, since they stay in 
one place. If you see a good opportunity and 
want to make it work, by all means, get bold; 
but in the experience of many photographers 
(myself included), candid shots are both easier 
to shoot at the time, and result in better images 
afterward. 

f/5.6, 1/60 sec hand-held, ISO 400, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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The laws and ethics of street 
photography

Because street photography necessarily involves 
other people, it’s a little more restrictive than 
normal cityscape photography. You need to 
be tactful and respectful—especially in those 
situations where someone catches you snapping 
a photo of them and isn’t very pleased.

The entire concept of street photography 
inherently toes the line between private art and 
public space. The United States’ legal system 
has had some historical trouble finding this 
line, as exemplified in the case of Nussenzweig 
v. DiCorcia from 2005–2007, wherein a street 

photographer (Philip-Lorca diCorcia) captured 
a gorgeously detailed shot of an Orthodox 
Jewish man (Erno Nussenzweig) walking down 
a New York street. Nussenzweig attempted to 
sue diCorcia, under the claim that the artist 
violated his personal space and the Biblical 
commandment against graven images. The 
lawsuit failed, and diCorcia’s artistic rights were 
upheld as far as the New York Supreme Court 
under the First Amendment. 

This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t play it safe,  
of course—especially outside the U.S. While you 
should still technically be OK in the European 
Union under Article 10 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights (Freedom of 
Expression), good luck explaining that to an 
angry Latvian on the streets of Riga before he 
breaks your camera (or your nose). 

Indeed, beyond simple tact and politeness—
not to mention a willingness to part with any 
photo you take of strangers on the street, under 
protest—it helps to be prepared with an arsenal 
of preventative measures. Whenever you’re 
visiting a new country, try to research the laws 
around public photography. 

Hungary is an interesting and delicate example 
that, as of March 2014, technically requires 
the permission of everyone identifiable in 
a photograph for a shot to be taken. (Art 
supporters and lawyers have criticized the 
government’s move as impossible to uphold 
and downright crazy, but as of writing this book, 
whether the law is overruled remains to be seen.) 

The point remains: in foreign countries, 
photography culture is different. Be cautious, 
and be smart. 

f/10, 4 seconds on tripod, ISO 200, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.

f/16, 4 seconds on tripod, ISO 160, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Nights in the City f/14, 0.6 sec, ISO 160, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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It’s impossible to write about nighttime cityscape photography and not focus on long exposures. Cities light up at night, despite the 
world around them turning dark: car lights blaze down the streets, condo buildings ignite, and star burst open all in a single frame. 

Shooting cities at night may seem like an exercise in repetition, but it doesn’t have to be. The rules about finding interesting angles still 
hold true, though sometimes even obvious shots look more interesting at night: common landmarks during daytime or the golden hour may 
completely transform when lit up and surrounded by darkness. Always look for what you can do differently from the norm—always stick out. 

Aside from that, the usual nighttime requirements are still in demand during this section: a sturdy tripod, your camera’s self-timer and 
extensive exposure bracketing. 

f/11, 15 seconds, ISO 200, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Bracketing night

Just after sundown, I usually try and take five 
bracketed shot sequences in cities: the variety 
of light, between the bright street lights and 
the cooling sky, makes for a full palette of color 
and light that should be captured as accurately 
as possible. Later into the evening, as shutter 
speeds get longer, I usually condense that to 
just three bracketed shots because of time—
sometimes even single exposures can do the 
trick, if I’m spending too long on a shot. 

With bracketed sequences, you are effectively 
limited by a 30-second maximum shutter speed. 
Once you hit that point but find your shots need 
more light, you have a few options: you can try 
smaller bracketing increments, or else try the 
usual methods of lightening photos—higher ISO, 
lower f-stop, or a single exposure longer than 30 
seconds using a remote shutter. 

Night photography can be tricky, so find a good 
spot and get comfy. You’re going to have to 
take some time to figure out the best method of 
capturing night lights on a case-by-case basis. 

f/14, 25 seconds, ISO 125, 16mm, processed in Lightroom
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Bringing out sunstars at night

Remember the rules about sunstars from the 
landscape section? Squint your eyes at a bright 
light and you’ll recall that they shoot beams out 
like little stars. Well, this works for more than 
justthe sun—it applies to every building light at 
night, too. 

Dittoing the stars above with stars below can 
be a very poetic photographic technique. Use 
a higher f-stop to create the starburst effect 
out of anything from lit-up condo windows 
to streetlamps. If you’re hoping for a more 
realistic, subdued feeling, use a lower f-stop and 
counterbalance that lightness with a lower ISO. 

Focal lengths also have an effect on this 
phenomenon. Although we usually want to use 
wide angle lenses for cityscapes, longer focal 
lengths will increase the size of the starburst 
effects.

Patience is a virtue

Cities are moving, living things, and snapping 
two relatively quick single-exposure shots of a 
city at night can give wildly different results. 

The fact is, when your shot includes busy roads, 
your composition is at the whim of traffic and 
pedestrians. We’ll deal with tackling those 
contents with long exposures in the next few 
chapters; if you’re not using an especially long 
exposure to slur together cars into long streaks 
of yellow and red, you can create different light 
patterns with headlights moving down highways 
and roads, and find people moving in different 
directions. In these scenarios, it’s best to shoot a 
variety of shots at different times and wait for the 
best pattern to emerge. 

Higher apertures combined with a longer focal length cause sunburst effects on each light source, f/11, 4 seconds, ISO 4000, 50mm.

f/11, 1/20 sec, ISO 800, 28mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Motion from Traffic

f/13, 13 seconds, ISO 400, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.

Moving traffic is like a city’s bloodstream—it’s always 
moving, pulsating through veiny streets, bringing images 
to life. Capturing traffic in a city is almost inevitable,  
and while it’s hard to shoot it “wrong” by simply taking  
a long-exposure shot of any length, it can also be hard 
to control the exact shot you want. 
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Choose a speed, any speed

When it comes to traffic moving in the evening, 
you have a few technical options to catch a 
cool scene. It all boils down to shutter speed: a 
slower speed will blur the traffic more, while a 
faster speed will blur it less. 

That much is obvious. But what’s less obvious 
are the qualitative associations we make about 
blurring traffic. People often assume that more 

f/14, 1.3 seconds, ISO 200, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.

motion blur is better, but that isn’t always the 
case. Using a super-long exposure against a 
small amount of traffic won’t make the image 
look better—it’ll make it look desolate. (Which 
might be what you’re going for, of course, but 
if your intention is to show a bustling city, that 
won’t be the best way.) 

Whatever shutter speed you choose will largely 
depend on the time of night and what other 
settings you’re working with. If you have a set 
aperture in mind, you’ll need to wait for the time 
of evening to match your desired ISO speed. 
Try waiting a while for the sky to change colors, 
and you’ll find your traffic blur will necessarily 
change, too. There’s no “right” or “wrong” 
exposure—just what you’re going for. 



  Cityscapes    129

Where the wild cars are

Finding the right location for heavy traffic can 
be tricky. You’ve got to know a city pretty well, 
or at least have an idea of where the congested 
thoroughfares will be. In general, though, I find 
these areas tend to work very well with on-
camera traffic:

  Intersections

  Bridges from above or below

  Highway overpasses

  Road corners

  Forks in the road

  Tight uphill switchbacks

  Stop signs

  Bus stops

f/9, 20 seconds, ISO 320, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.

The common theme here is movement—traffic in 
a straight line can maybe be interesting if you’ve 
got some variety in the shot (maybe skyscrapers 
or a city icon nearby), but failing that, you’re 
going to want to see some movement, leading 
lines and curves. That’s why bent roads and 
intersections work so well—you can create light 
lines out of conflict, movement and chaos. 

Playing with light density is also very cool—when 
cars stop the density of their light will grow in the 
final product, or might even be completely still 
during a shot, which is why working with stop 
signs and bus stops often works so well. When 
one car has stopped but others are moving, 
it creates a sense of emotion, isolation and 
dynamism on the screen that’s hard to capture 
any other way. Variety is the key. 

The color of cars 

Tired of working with black, blue and green 
cars? Look for taxis and buses—often their 
distinct colors will show up on slower long 
exposures (especially at night), making for great 
subjects. 

Of course, other cars work well in this scenario, 
too; they’re just harder to find. Because shooting 
at night will inevitably be so dark, any time 
you find a splash of color—a red convertible, a 
yellow taxi, a blue bus—shoot it. In cities where 
things mesh together so often, you’ve got to 
grab any chance you can to make a unique 
impression.  
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0.6 seconds.

Shutter Speed Comparisons: In the following three images watch the effect of shutter speed length on traffic moving 
across a bridge as it gets darker in the evening. All other settings constant (f/13, ISO 400) shooting in aperture priority. 

I sat on this hill overlooking San Francisco shortly after sunset and took photos for an hour while eating a Clif Bar - ended up having so much fun! None of 
these shutter speeds were “right” or “wrong”, it just depends what lighting conditions and lighting effects you like best. Get out there and try it for yourself!
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3.2 seconds.
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10 seconds.
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Cities harbor people. Sometimes they’re unavoidable, sometimes they’re nowhere to be found. If you’re shooting in a city by yourself, the 
best thing you can do is prepare for any type of shot and take what you get, because it can be very difficult (read: impossible) to control 
huge swaths of human beings all at once. 

Let’s set aside the fact that predicting the turnout of large groups is putting your faith in chance. Even when you’re faced with a large 
mass of souls, you have no idea what they’re doing, where they’re going or how quickly they’re going there. Some will stop in the middle 
of your shot; some will stop before entering your shot, hoping to avoid it. People are beautifully unpredictable that way—embrace it.

Motion from Pedestrians f/11, 3.2 seconds, ISO 500, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Predicting the unpredictable

As with every situation, the best way to deal with this is by taking a variety of shots from a variety of angles and shutter speeds. If you’re worried about 
freaking out a particular person or group, simply move and try a different angle on the same scene. As with moving traffic, you’ll find different patterns 
emerge from long exposures of human movement. When I want to show motion from crowds I find that shutter speeds between 1-5 seconds usually work 
well. Any shutter speeds longer than that the people tend to kind of disappear into a blurry mess.

Sometimes you’ll encounter excessive politeness: even if you want people to move in front of your camera, adding to the dynamism of the scene, they’ll 
stop, stare and smile. You can tell them it’s okay to walk through, but even then, they might not understand—especially in foreign countries. For example,  
in China, I once was trying to take some photos of a large group of people, only to have as many as 10 stop before they entered the frame, snapping 
photos of me with their camera phones. 

f/14, 0.5 sec, ISO 125, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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f/13, 1 second, ISO 100, 24mm.

f/16, 1.3 seconds, ISO 250, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.

Since they built it, they will come

Where do you find people to shoot? While still generally unpredictable 
based on the time of day, time of year and day of the week, there are 
some sure-fire options for finding groups en masse: 

  Public squares

  Major intersections

  City lookouts

  Building observatories

  Landmarks

  Street festivals

  Markets

  Protests

When it comes to intersections, some bigger cities—New York, Tokyo, 
Toronto—will have four-way crosswalks, where pedestrians stream 
across in all directions, stopping cars on all four sides of the intersection. 
These make especially great hectic shots, with cloudy masses 
surrounded by headlights and condo lights. 

Standing out in a crowd

Observation decks and landmarks are good options, too, for finding 
a few people standing still, and contrasting them in an ever-moving 
crowd. Some of the most effective long-exposure shots are born out of 
a variety of motion, with some people moving and others standing still. 
Photographing tourists taking photos can be a great meta-approach to 
finding definition in a crowd. 

Try to find people who will remain fairly static, and you can achieve 
terrific results. Shoot a busker, homeless person or anyone sitting on a 
park bench or waiting for a bus to achieve that “world passing them by” 
effect, where everyone is moving and ignoring them, but they remain still 
and in-focus. 
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Reflections

f/11, 1.3 seconds, ISO 125, 16mm,  
Rainy day in Paris, France.
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Cities are overwhelming beasts. Bright 
lights, steel rods, red signs, quick cars, 
tall towers—they’re intimidating and 
chaotic, lively and engaging. Sometimes 
overwhelming is good: it gives a sense of 
intrigue and power, and makes the viewer 
wonder what’s going on behind the lights.

Reflections can really amplify that sense 
of wonder, or they can break it up to give 
the viewers’ eyes a rest. And you can find 
them anywhere. 

Glass buildings, for example, mirror their 
surroundings excellently, day or night. 
They can emit an eerie doppelganger 
effect, or completely blend a building into 
its surroundings. Combined with a long 
exposure at night, those city lights can 
really pop. 

Another good opportunity is right after a 
rainfall, when asphalt is dotted with little 
reflective ponds that bring out whole new 
texture that few photographers are lucky 
enough to capture, but which pretty much 
always looks great. (If you want a film noir 
look, there’s no better opportunity.) 

Or you can shoot even bigger to make 
cities look smaller. Grab a wide-angle 
lens and shoot far from a city to capture 
a skyline’s reflection in a nearby body of 
water. Most cities were built on water—
rivers, lakes, bays—depending on the time 
of day and quality of water, any of these 
can produce a beautiful, soothing replica 
of the cityscape above. 

Tips for shooting reflections

Here’s a list of some great reflective surfaces 
you can find in every cityscape:

  Glass buildings

  Car windows

  Rivers

  Park ponds

  Rain puddles

  Bays and harbors

  Rearview mirrors

  Storefronts

When framing your reflection shots, try to avoid 
an angle where direct light hits the water or 
mirror. This will often create a glare that shoots 
your exposure to hell. Instead, angle yourself 
so that the light hits your subject that’s being 
reflected. For example, if you’re shooting a 
reflection of Tokyo SkyTree in a pond, try to 
shoot at a time when the SkyTree is illuminated 
by the sun—it’ll pop right out of the water.  

Lens filters are also helpful for this. A graduated 
density filter can even out the difference in levels 
between a darker reflection and the rest of your 
city without needing to hop into Photoshop 
afterwards. If you do decide to manually edit the 
shot afterwards, take care not to go crazy—the 
reflection should still be darker than the “reality” 
around it, otherwise it’ll look off.  

f/9, 5 seconds, ISO 200, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Patterns have the ability to bring a sense 
of visual rhythm and harmony to an image. 
While at first sight, a common city scene 
may appear dull or bland, focusing on 
repeating strong graphic elements, like 
shapes, lines, colors or forms, will draw 
the viewer’s attention and make the whole 
thing a lot more interesting. 

There’s something fundamentally pleasing 
about seeing order in a way that we may 

Patterns f/13, 1/320 sec, ISO 400, 24mm, processed in Lightroom

not expect. In most cases, repetition is a 
tool used to relax the viewer, making them 
feel at peace while enjoying the view.

When used effectively, patterns can 
transform an otherwise drab cityscape 
image into something that is eye-catching 
and beautiful.

Once you embrace patterns as powerful 
photographic elements, you will start to 
notice them everywhere: in brick laying 

patterns, rows of buildings against a park, 
grids of windows, lines of trees in a city 
park, etc. Patterns are all around the city, 
you just have to look.

The key is to be aware of your 
surroundings as you go about your daily 
life and carry a camera at all times! Look 
around with a fresh eye, you’ll start to see 
familiar, ordinary surroundings as new, 
compelling images.
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Explore different angles

Amazing patterns can be found anywhere, but 
in a city you will be surprised by what appears 
when you explore different vantage points, 
especially from up high. You might not notice the 
beautiful interplay of different colored umbrellas 
passing you on the sidewalk, but the scene 
changes drastically from above. Get to a high 
window or rooftop to gain a new perspective.

Explore potential subjects from a bunch of 
different angles. A recurring pattern often 
happens without the help of the photographer, 
but you can change everything by shooting from 
unique angles and getting a new perspective on 
the lines or shapes.

If you have the chance to get high above the 
scene, do it. A tall bridge or rooftop will let you 
see city patterns that occur in traffic, parks and 
urban architecture. 

Man-made patterns

Symmetry and pattern is widely used in man-
made structures—bridges, buildings or houses 
of similar sizes, symmetrical windows and 
doors, even brickwork is designed with aesthetic 
purpose. Architects implement patterns into their 
work for the same reasons photographers seek 
them out: they are pleasing to the eye and bring 
a sense of unanimity and harmony.

Again, if you can get up high to capture aerial 
views of the city, you will see man-made 
patterns all around. Look for repetition in 
windows, balconies, apartment and housing 
complexes. Seek out the repeating colors, lines, 
shapes that architects have incorporated into 
their designs. 

Using patterns in your cityscape scene will add 
an engaging element to your final image. 

Break the pattern

As I talked about in the Landscapes section, 
a common technique to keep repetition from 
becoming boring is to deliberately “break” the 
pattern. This applies in cityscape photography 
too. Think of a line of taxi cabs with one red 
sports car in the middle. This technique is often 
referred to as creating a “Spot”. 

A spot is a deliberate use of resistance to force 
the viewer to make a double-take. It may seem 
simple, but changing an element in your shot 
can make the difference between boring and 
engaging.

The great thing about photographing patterns 
in the city is that you don’t need any special 
equipment, just a well-trained eye and a unique 
vantage point.

f/10, 1/200 sec, ISO 800. 24mm, processed in Lightroom. f/7.1, 1/400 sec, ISO 500, 35mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Daytime  
in the City
Shooting skylines in the daytime can be 
tricky because the light is usually harsh 
and direct, so many photographers try 
to avoid this and opt for twilight or night 
photography. But it is a different story on 
street level within city.

While harsh sunlight is not ideal for open 
areas, the lighting elements that usually 
make daytime shooting tricky can be used 
to your advantage within the city. Buildings 
can block out a lot of direct light and 
create really interesting lighting conditions, 
like shade mixed with reflected light off the 
various materials used to coat buildings 
and windows. 

If photographed within the right context, 
shadows add contrast and depth. 
Reflections from glass and metal buildings 
add a sense of wonder. Colors are 
amplified. These enhancements can’t 
be captured at twilight because the light 
balances everything out. 

f/11, 1/100 sec, ISO 200, 65mm, processed in Lightroom
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What to photograph during the day

Look for elements that will really stand 
out. Drastic reflections can be beautiful so, 
depending on the time of day and position of 
the sun, the shiny surfaces of glass or metal 
buildings are great. You also want to keep an 
eye out for strong, bright colors. Reds, blues  
and greens provide nice, bright contrasts, but 
you can also focus on things like rust which  
will be emphasized and incredibly detailed in 
direct light.

Difficult daytime exposure

Photographing cities means capturing a number 
of different elements in one frame, which can be 
troublesome for proper exposure when shooting 
during the day. Your camera can’t capture the 
very dark and the very bright at the same time, 
instead it will meter to one or the other. So, 
you’ll get clear shots of sky and clouds with 
dark shadows under trees or other objects in the 
frame or clear shady areas with blown out bright 
areas. Bracketing can help with this but not 
completely.

One way to combat this is to avoid super bright 
clouds in your composition. White clouds are 
usually too bright compared to a building, for 
example, so eliminating clouds from the photo 
will make getting the right exposure easier.  
A clear blue sky in the background will allow 
you to expose for the building and make simple 
lightening adjustments to the sky in post-
production. 

Try to keep the sun behind you. By having the 
sunlight fall directly on your subject, you can 
balance it out with the already bright sky, at 
the same time bringing out bright colors and 
enhancing details. 

You can also isolate your subject to minimize 
exposure issues. If your camera doesn’t have  
to capture too many different extremes in terms 
of light, the image will be clear and vibrant.

Dealing with reflections

Buildings have a big effect on reflecting light and 
shadows and on the amount of light reaching 
street level. This can either be a hinderance or 
something you can embrace.

Modern architecture employs a lot of shiny 
surfaces and sometimes the light reflected from 
these buildings can be too much. Look at the 
Vdara “Death Ray” for example. Vdara was a 
new hotel in Las Vegas and when it opened the 
curve of the building combined with the glass 
was creating magnified light that reflected into 
the pool area with such intensity that it was 
burning people. Reporters covering the story 
would bring plastic bottles and watch them 
melt before their eyes. Just one example of how 
buildings can have a profound effect on lighting 
conditions at street level.

Camera-melting heat aside, photographing that 
kind of reflection can be hard. But, using the 
light of the reflection to capture a subject at 
ground level works to your advantage. It’s just a 
matter of finding the right subject and using the 
dramatic daytime lighting conditions to bring out 
its magic.

f/7.1, 1/800 sec, ISO 500, 16mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Bad Weather = Moody City f/11, 0.6 seconds, ISO 125, 27mm, Cityscape of Singapore.

True, shooting in bad weather comes with some challenges, but also a few really cool benefits. When everyone else is running for cover, 
the weather-braving photographer has the city to himself, making for an easy, peaceful cityscape photoshoot that can produce moody, 
eerie, Gotham City-like images.

Grey, dull cloud cover, heavy rain, fog, strong winds, whatever terrible weather Mother Nature throws your way can actually be 
transformed into something wonderful—if you know what to look for. The thing about bad weather is that it has the ability to create great 
lighting, which if used with the right subject, can add a sense of moodiness and drama. 
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Overcast is good

Overcast skies can be an urban photographers 
best friend because they are basically their own 
softbox. Shooting in direct sunlight comes with 
harsh shadows, but a cloud covered sky will 
diffuse the the sun for even, full lighting. 

A cloudy day offers great lighting all around. 
Because the scene will be more evenly 
illuminated, you’ll be able to get detailed shots 
of city buildings without glare or shadows and 
capture contrasting colors more effectively.

You might even get lucky and catch a few rays of 
sun poking through the clouds to add a spotlight 
effect to your images. 

A wet city can be beautifully dramatic

I’ll get to how amazing it can be to photograph 
the city and people on the street in the rain up 
ahead, but even after a rain shower, the city can 
be astonishingly beautiful. When the roads are 
wet you can capture reflections of traffic lights, 
street lamps, any light from a bustling city street, 
making the scene that much more interesting.

Even fog can make for great photos as it 
reduces contrast and dulls the scene, providing 
a moody atmosphere around the city. Finding an 
amazing vantage point will also give your image 
that extra edge, so try to grab a moody skyline 
photo of the city from a distant vantage point 
like a bridge or high building.

Things to remember when shooting in 
bad weather

While most temperamental weather is safe to 
venture out in, it should go without saying that if 
the weather is exceptionally bad, it’s not worth 
the risk. In LA for example people don’t know 
how to drive when moisture gets onto the streets 
and end up crashing their cars all over the place, 
stay vigilant out there.

Since rain and cloudy skies restrict available 
light, you may have to go with a higher ISO 
and/or wider aperture. Shooting in aperture 
priority mode will mean you only have to worry 
about perfecting the shutter speed so you 
can concentrate more on capturing the right 
elements to create your moody, dramatic, 
beautiful city shot.

f/11, 1 second, ISO 125, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Photographing fountains within your cityscape can add another element of beauty and serenity to your image. Most cities are full of 
them, from small, historic fountains that can add interest to a composition to huge water fountain light shows that blast water up in 
the air and make for exciting and spectacular photos.

Whichever one you’re shooting, you need to decide how you want to capture it to best tell its story. 

Fountains
f/7.1, 0.6 seconds, ISO 400, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Different types of fountains

Old style or ancient fountains are often found in 
towns and villages, but can also still be found in 
historic parts of big cities. Once used as public 
washing and drinking areas, many of these old 
fountains have been removed or replaced with 
modern architecture and plumbing, but if you’re 
lucky enough to find one, they are a pleasure to 
photograph.

f/7.1, 1 sec, ISO 500, 24mm.

The best time to capture the characteristics and 
essence of a small, older fountain is during the 
day, since it most likely won’t be illuminated at 
night. 

If you’re photographing a very modern city and 
can’t find an old style fountain, there are plenty 
of big, dazzling fountains that are also great to 
shoot. These usually cater to the tourist scene 
and can be found in the city centre, near popular 
tourist attractions, or around government 
buildings. 

Most of these are brightly lit up at night to draw 
attention and many offer fascinating light shows. 
Probably the most famous is the Fountains of 
the Bellagio, in which hundreds of high-pressure 
water jets dance around to accompanying music 
to create a massive and unique water show.

The way in which these fountains are illuminated 
at night allows for amazing photos. With so 
much shooting potential, city fountains with 
lights at night are like a photography playground.
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Settings and equipment

I talked about capturing the movement of water 
in the Landscapes section and the same rules 
apply here: if you want to portray a smooth flow, 
use a slower shutter speed, or speed it up to 
freeze the water and show drop detail. 

You’ll definitely need a tripod, especially if 
shooting at night. Aperture and shutter speeds 
will vary depending on how well illuminated the 
fountain is and how fast the water is moving. 
Since a high-paced fountain light show is always 
changing, it’s best to go with a faster shutter 
speed because a long exposure will blur every 
element of the show. 

In my experience, shutter speeds between 
0.2 and 1 second should be good; that range 
has yielded the best results for me as I find it 
maintains some movement, but not too much.

Just like a fast-moving sporting event, the next 
move in a big city fountain light show can’t 
really be predicted. So, just keep shooting! By 
continuously taking photo after photo, you’re 
pretty much guaranteed to capture a great 
shot—as long as your camera is stable and your 
settings are correct. 

Dealing with crowds

While people gathered around a fountain make 
for great photographs, you’ll also need to be 
aware of people walking through the scene as 
their movement will be blurred in the photo. 

Some of the most famous fountains can get 
bombarded with people wanting to see and 
photograph it, so you might have to get super 
creative in how you capture it. If you can get 
a spot near the front great, but if not, look for 
something you can place your tripod on to give 
you an extra height advantage. 

Big fountain light shows are photography chaos 
because they often only run for a few minutes 
every hour or so, which means as soon as 
they start people of all kinds cram the viewing 
area, holding up their camera phones, iPads, 
whatever they have. I remember when I tried to 
photograph the fountains at the base of the Burj 

Khalifa it was so busy and space was so limited 
that I ended up setting my zoom manually, 
activating the 10 second self-timer, and setting 
my tripod up on a fence pillar, then pulling it 
down after each shot. 

Fountain shows are kind of a guessing game so 
you have to prepare as much as possible. Go 
early to find a good spot and take lots of shots 
at varying shutter speeds to get a good one. 
Stick around for the second, even third show 
and move around to capture the scene from 
many vantage points.

Capturing the way the light works with the 
water and highlights the fountain’s features 
and surrounding cityscape from different 
perspectives will give you such an advantage. 
The different views will ensure you’re getting a 
great photo that stands out.

Fountain Silhouettes by Dwayne Bent.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/zengei/6236416618
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zengei/
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Black and White
Hopefully by now you’ve read the black-and-white 
landscapes section of this book. I won’t repeat all 
the tips here, but there are many that apply to cities 
just as much: contrast, tone and shape are all as 
relevant here as ever, and, if anything, cities only 
offer more by way of interplays between light and 
dark shades.

f/13, 13 seconds, ISO 125, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Alive by night

Cities come alive at night when shooting in color, 
sure; when shooting in black-and-white, that 
feeling is only intensified. 

In truth, shooting cities at night is too easy. 
Bright city lights against pure dark skies are an 
obvious and easy contrast: take any simple shot 
and the juxtaposition of tones and exposures 
can carry almost any composition. 

So rather than bank on reliable tropes, use these 
moments as an opportunity to push yourself 
artistically. Try radical new compositions, use 
different lenses and find new angles to shoot 
from. Your fallback will always be the city lights, 
which illuminate images in a way that stars 
simply cannot replicate in a black-and-white 
landscape. 

New in town?

Unlike landscapes, which stay more or less the 
same and demand you contort your schedule 
and position around them, with cities, you have 
to always be on the lookout. Not all streets see 
sunlight the same way—you’ll need to know 
which ones run north-south or east-west, which 
have visually interesting storefronts or markets, 
which create natural leading lines to landmarks 
and which are dead-ends. 

Exploring a city is difficult, time-consuming work, 
and online mapping tools like Google Maps 
can help you sort out which roads might be 
the better roads taken. But the result of all this 
labor will surely be the best possible shot, taking 
advantage of the strongest shadows and light. 

Follow the shadows

In cities, shadows come and go during the day—
they are unpredictable and ever-changing. Use 
the shadows of passersby and cars, especially 
long shadows from a low-hanging sun, can 
create terrific street imagery with great contrast 
and fluid movement. 

Silhouettes are also great at night, if the city’s 
natural lights are too bright. Think of the iconic 
poster shot to Woody Allen’s Manhattan: a 
silhouetted couple sitting on a park bench. It’s 
incredibly simple, but emotionally effective.    

Your specific shots may well be results of pure 
luck, but at a certain point, photographers have to 
know how to make their own luck. Put yourself in 
a position where you can take advantage of the 
natural world’s offerings (like light and leading lines), 
and match that with being in the right place at the 
right time. Add a little patience, and you’re set. 

Reverse expectations

Black-and-white cityscape photography is pretty 
inextricably linked to film noir. The very sight of 
steely buildings and puddly concrete brings to 
mind Humphrey Bogart smoking in a trenchcoat.

So here’s a tip: don’t do that.

The best photographs in any genre are ones 
that challenge our perceptions of reality, while 
still being very much grounded in it. Rather than 
trying to create the millionth perfect film noir 
homage, look for opportunities that might stop 
viewers in their tracks. What’s surprising about 
a scene? A happy couple at night? A quirky 
shop sign? Weird-looking food being sold in 
a Chinatown stall? Find something unique to 
show, and show it.   

f/16, 2.5 seconds, ISO 160, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Certain landscapes are known for their 
golden hours. Most cityscapes aren’t. 
But capturing a city during its golden 
hour can produce a magical result, as 
most of us can’t appreciate the cities in 
which we live during these hours—we’re 
too busy sleeping, commuting or eating 

The Golden Hours f/9, 1/250 sec, ISO 400, 24mm, -1 selected from a bracketed 
sequence of 5 shots, processed the -1 shot in Lightroom.

dinner. Though I’ve said it before, it bears 
repeating: at its finest, photography shows 
us our world in a way we don’t normally 
see. Because so few of us see the sun 
rising or setting over our skylines, the 
golden hour is a great opportunity to define 
a city’s character in, literally, a new light.

In addition to the usual techniques we’ve 
covered—like shooting in AP Priority 
mode, and manually focusing by zooming 
into certain corners—there are a few city-
specific techniques you should keep in 
mind to bring out the best your city has to 
offer. 
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Plan ahead

Take stock of which direction the sun is going to rise and set in. With landscapes, it can be easier to maneuver yourself nature, crossing your fingers only for 
good weather. But in cities you may be faced with skyscrapers, odd street angles and difficult vantage points. Finding a high angle from which to shoot is 
one way to avoid those types of problems, but if you’re shooting from the ground, knowing which buildings get hit by certain lights is always best. 

Do some location scouting. Walk through your city during the golden hours instead of driving when you need to get somewhere (or not during the golden 
hour, but with an eye for cardinal directions) and notice which parts light up. If something strikes you in particular, take note of it for a return camera outing. 

f/16, 2.5 seconds, ISO 160, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Do some reflecting

Many modern buildings feature curtain walls—
lightweight, reflective exteriors created purely for 
smooth design, rather than structural integrity. In 
other words: their surfaces are shiny. Aside from 
being aesthetically cool, these glassy exteriors 
make for beautiful city mirrors, and can double 
the clouds during golden hours. Use them 
whenever you can. 

You can find many more reflective surfaces 
in cities than in natural landscapes—as I’ve 
mentioned before, you can find reflective 

surfaces in car windshields, storefronts, bays 
and fountains. But when it comes to shooting 
during the golden hours, wider water bodies like 
lakes, rivers and fountains tend to work better, 
because sunlight doesn’t hit them straight-on, 
and they can double up the orange glow and any 
clouds floating above.  

Again, it’s good to have spots in mind; stumbling 
upon city locations is possible, but planning 
ahead will make your cityscape photography 
experience much easier.  

The unbearable lightness and darkness

Probably the single biggest difference between 
cityscapes and landscapes, which I’ve mentioned 
briefly before: light variance. During pure night 
this doesn’t matter quite as much, as you’re 
exposing to manage building or lamp lights, but 
the surrounding scene is otherwise black. That’s 
not the case during the golden hour, when the 
sky’s light and buildings’ light are both powerful, 
burning bright, and vastly different. Moreover, 
you’ll likely be adding some pure black in the mix 
as well, not to mention in-between shades.  

This is where exposure bracketing becomes 
absolutely critical. I try to shoot five-shot brackets 
in these situations whenever possible, in order to 
capture all the tones of light: the natural sky tones 
and artificial building ones. The range of light can 
be quite drastic here, so you’d do best to try and 
catch everything perfectly, in one shot or another. 

Another lighting trick to balancing the light, if 
you’re shooting a city without very much sky 
(but using the golden hour light to enhance a 
building or street), is to switch your metering 
to spot-metering, and spot it to a part of a city 
set in the shadows. Underexpose your camera 
by one f-stop to balance the details between 
the highlights and shadows. This is valuable in 
landscapes, too, but in cities, it’s almost always 
the case where half your scene will be blocked 
by buildings, and the other half lit up by gorgeous 
light. But such is the contradiction of cityscape 
photography: it hinges on balancing the beauty 
of our natural world with the magnificence of our 
hand-built one. Do it well, and you’ll forge an 
unforgettable moment out of a fleeting one. 

f/7.1, 1/500 sec, ISO 500, 29mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Sunsets and Sunrises

f/11, 0.4 seconds, ISO 200, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.

After the golden hour settles, the sky grows darker while city lights illuminate below. Keep shooting. Ignore what professionals say about 
the magical golden hours, it’s this moment—this immediately post-sunset or pre-sunrise moment, known variously as twilight or the Blue 
Hour—that, I would argue, is the best time for shooting cityscapes. Building lights turn on before the sky turns off, and the balance of 
light can look almost equal. It’s a great combination of tones, and worth getting up in the morning to catch.
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Traffic jam sunset by Chris Waits.

Be alarmed

Sometimes sunrise comes early. But you’ve got 
responsibilities to your art: get to bed early and 
wake up early, sometimes as early as 4 a.m. Set 
that alarm—you’ll need it. 

Capturing a whole cityscape from a broad 
angle may require a bit of early-morning hiking 
up nearby mountains or to wide-open fields. 
The important thing is that you scout out your 
location beforehand and get there before 
twilight—well before the golden hour, at that—
and set your exposure and ISO along with your 
tripod position. That way, once the sun starts 
to peek out, you can immediately begin taking 
photos, to take advantage of every possible 
lighting scenario. 

As usual: bracketing, bracketing, 
bracketing

I’ve gone over this before, so I won’t repeat 
myself… too much. But it’s important to stress 
how much bracketing makes a difference in 
photography at this time of day. During night 
photography, I’ve mentioned how critical it is to 
have multiple exposures, giving skies and darker 
buildings some breathing room and texture. 

Well, twilight makes this just as important. 
Because of the number of tones between the 
azure sky, the lit-up buildings and the harsh 
lights themselves, shooting five brackets is a 
good habit to get into at these times of day.

Don’t stop shooting

Remember: as the sun rises or sets, every 
second is different, and offers different colors, 
tones and shades. Once you’ve completed 
one set of brackets, don’t relax: immediately 
jump into another set. Trust me, the lighting will 
be different. It may not be better, but it will be 
different, and you won’t be able to judge what 
turns out better until you look at the final product 
in post-production anyway. 

So never get tired, and try to avoid getting cocky 
and assuming you have a shot simply because 
you’ve taken one. Take dozens. Take hundreds. 
During these precious moments of little light, 
every second—and every shot—matters.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/chriswaits/5720996252
https://www.flickr.com/photos/chriswaits/
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Want to get serious timing your cityscape photography? Forget calculating the time of day—plan instead for the time of year. 

Twice a year, Manhattan is famous for what’s been dubbed “Manhattanhenge,” a Stonehenge-esque visual effect whereby the sun sets in 
perfect alignment with the east-west running streets of Manhattan. The effect sees the sun setting right on city’s natural horizon line at a 
perfect moment, creating a beautiful orange ball at the very end of the street. This happens only twice during summer, and it’s become a 
very popular time of year.  

Manhattenhenge f/3.2, 1/160 sec, ISO 800, 24mm, Manhattanhenge from a Taxi by Dan Nguyen.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/zokuga/3714908037
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zokuga/
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A quick, unscientific explanation

The phenomenon and moniker were 
made famous by Neil deGrasse Tyson, an 
astrophysicist and nerd culture icon from New 
York. The name is inspired by Stonehenge, an 
ancient and mysterious set of stones erected 
in Wiltshire, England, that line up with the 
summer solstice annually. That site has become 
a congregating point for modern druids—sun-
worshippers—who consider the site not a tourist 
monument, but a sacred temple. 

Manhattan, of course, is not that. It’s a 
coincidence that the effect transpires in both 
places, although at different times: even though 
Manhattan’s streets are often composed of 
perfectly straight grid lines, they were built 
roughly 30 degrees off-kilter from true cardinal 
east and west, meaning Manhattanhenge 
doesn’t appear on the summer solstice itself. 

Because the sun sets in different spots across 
the horizon, for 363 days out of a standard year, 
simply walking down an east-west street in New 
York won’t reveal the sun itself setting—it will 
be behind some building somewhere. However, 
on two days around the summer solstice (a.k.a. 
the longest day of the year), often around May 
30 and July 12, the sun will set in perfect, 
symmetrical coordination with the city’s layout. 

On the American Museum of Natural History’s 
website, Tyson explains it further:

“Note that any city crossed by a rectangular grid 
can identify days where the setting Sun aligns 
with their streets. But a closer look at such cities 
around the world shows them to be less than 
ideal for this purpose. Beyond the grid you need 
a clear view to the horizon, as Manhattan has 
across the Hudson River to New Jersey. And tall 
buildings that line the streets create a vertical 
channel to frame the setting Sun, creating a 
striking photographic opportunity.”

The phenomenon also occurs during sunrises 
around the winter solstice, though that’s much 
less popular than its summer counterpart, and 
harder to spot due to weather conditions. 

f/5.0, 1/80 sec, ISO 800, 24mm, Manhattanhenge at 42nd St  
and 2nd Ave by Geoff Stearns.

f/3.2, 1/160 sec, ISO 800, 45mm, Riding into the sun by Dan Nguyen.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/tensafefrogs/5932154419
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tensafefrogs/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zokuga/3714908387
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zokuga/
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Seizing the moment

Okay, enough history. What does this mean for 
photographers? 

For starters, it can mean a lot of stress.  
The innate implications of Manhattanhenge—
that it only appears for roughly 30 minutes at a 
very specific time in the evening twice per year 
(weather depending, at that!)—mean that you 
don’t have very much room for error.

Compounding this stress is the fact that 
Manhattanhenge has become something of a 
social phenomenon. Tourists, media and locals 
alike have begun to crowd Manhattan’s streets 
during these times, especially near icons like the 
Empire State Building and Chrysler Building.  

And arriving early isn’t any use, because the 
timing is so specific. Mob mentality takes 
over, and the area comes to a virtual standstill 
while anyone in range whips out a camera or 
smartphone to get “the shot”. 

The only way to avoid this is to try and find a 
quieter stretch of the city. Tyson recommends 
keeping as far east as possible, but avoiding 
major tourist zones, or having some way of 
shooting around them, will be useful for avoiding 
crowds. 

Failing that, just roll with it. You’ve got to shoot 
reality: if that reality includes hordes of gawkers, 
then that’s your shot. Try to incorporate some 
rules from the “street photography” chapter of 

this book and catch some fun candids with the 
glorious sunset fillin the background, like a fun 
play on what we perceive to be important. After 
all, as a photographer, you want to be able to 
show your viewers the unexpected: What’s less 
expected than a Manhattanhenge shot with the 
star of the show as a mere background? 

Exploring other ‘henges

If you’re not in Manhattan, try adding “-henge” 
to whatever city is nearby—grid cities will all 
have different moments of cardinal direction 
perfection, but they should all exist nonetheless, 
even if the horizon isn’t quite as clear. 

Popular copycats include other famous grid 
cities like Baltimore, Toronto and Chicago. None 
are as popular as Manhattan, but that doesn’t 
make them any less impressive: the low orange 
ball still illuminates the steel corridors of the city, 
the glass buildings and stone sidewalks, creating 
a colourful reflection where, otherwise, none may 
ever be seen again for a long, long time.

The Commuter by Michael Tapp.

42nd St by Wendy.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/59949757@N06/5779890504
https://www.flickr.com/photos/59949757@N06/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/68858723@N00/2542734513
https://www.flickr.com/photos/68858723@N00/
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Beach and seascape photos can be quite beautiful on their own, but add an urban element like  
a pier, lighthouse, or city backdrop and the image becomes that much more captivating. The whole mood changes, life enters.

Usually, beach cities contain ports, harbors, wharfs, piers and/or lighthouses and are often filled with tourists. Shooting a beach city 
coast will be much different than shooting a coastal landscape because the area will be busier, with people and manmade structures. 

The type of shot you’re going for will depend on or be affected by the amount of people around the beach, pier or boardwalk, so the  
day of the week will come into play. Weekdays make for great low key photos mainly focusing on the scene. Weekends tend to be  
more crammed with people and often exercises in frustration, but if you want a lot of people in your shot this is the time to go.

Beach Cities
Pier walk by planetlight.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/planetlight/4976154816
https://www.flickr.com/photos/planetlight/
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Leading lines and reflections

Beach cities are an excellent opportunity to play 
with leading lines and reflections. Since our eyes 
naturally follow lines, by incorporating leading 
lines into your image, you will lead the viewer’s 
eyes along the path, through the image to your 
focal point, or even right out of the image. 
Leading lines are abundant when shooting 
beach cities; you can find them in nearly every 
view, for example:

  Docks or piers stretching out to sea 

  Shorelines 

  Boardwalks

  Cliffs or rocks

  Rows of beach resorts or apartments

  Sand dunes or formations from water

  Street lamps along the beach pathway or 
boulevard

  Rows of boats

Reflections can also make for great beach 
photos. Photographing boardwalk attractions or 
lighthouses reflecting in the water, for example, 
can add interest or drama to your image. 

Top: f/11, 30 seconds, ISO 100, 26mm, Worthington pier by  
piers fearick.

Bottom: f/4.0, 1/15 sec, ISO 100, 16mm, Santa Monica Pier.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/84281918@N07/8197240291
https://www.flickr.com/photos/84281918@N07/
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Vantage points

Take a walk along the pier, around it, under it to 
find unique vantage points. Look down the pier 
or stand at the end of it looking back on the city.

Up top, you’ll no doubt see local color, like 
fishermen, couples walking hand in hand, 
street performers, children playing—all of which 
will add a personal touch. Shooting from the 
beach to the pier will highlight the structure in 
its surroundings; this works really well during 
sunrise and sunset. Shooting down the pier will 
draw the viewer’s eye out to sea.

Try incorporating a lighthouse into the frame. 
Use a wide-angle lens and place the lighthouse 
in a far corner to change the scene. Use a slow 
shutter speed to really capture the beam of light 
shining out in the distance.

These types of photos are really fun in the 
evening when you have the motion of the water 
to play with as well as city lights such as on 
the pier or shore. As evening draws in, street 
lights and dock lights will come on, reflecting 
beautifully off the water, brightening up the 
scene, or adding a starburst effect to enhance 
the visual effect.

Capturing motion

Experiment with different exposure times to 
either slow down movement or speed it up. 
Long shutter speeds can be really interesting 
here, as they will blur the incoming waves; really 
long shutter speeds will make the whole water 
surface look sort of like a surreal mist.

Do the same to blur the movement of people 
and capture the hustle and bustle of the scene.

If, on the other hand, you want to freeze the 
image, go with a short, fast shutter speed. This 
is great for capturing crashing waves against 
rocks or under the pier.

It’s important to do different shutter speed tests, 
but you should also use lots of bracketing when 
capturing incoming waves or other movement 
in the foreground. You can always do exposure 
blending (as we explain in the next section) to 
take the best shoreline exposure and blend it 
with the other exposures that worked the best 
on the background.

f/13, 25 seconds, ISO 200, 24mm, Boscombe Beach Pier by Ben Cremin.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/bencremin/14449349948
https://www.flickr.com/photos/bencremin/
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Rainy Days
Going out to capture the city streets and 
life on a rainy day isn’t everyone’s cup of 
tea, but if you’re prepared and don’t mind 
getting a little wet, a rain-soaked city is 
surprisingly photogenic. 

You just need to be careful and make sure 
to keep your gear dry. Keep a lens cloth 
handy to clear your lens or lens filter of 
spray, fog, or condensation. Find shelter 
near areas without shelter. For example, 
if you stand under an awning near a 
busy intersection you can likely capture 
some great shots. If you’re prepared, the 
photographic opportunities are endless. 

Rain creates misty, romantic scenes, 
dramatic skies, a melancholy atmosphere. 
It produces deep, saturated colors, 
captivating reflections and shimmering 
surfaces. If you really look at the city 
streets or the skyline during a rainfall, you 
will find unexpected beauty and a number 
of great photo ops. 

f/18, 3.2 seconds, ISO 200, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Capturing mood

Not only does rain have the ability to completely 
change an ordinary cityscape into a moody, 
vibrant and captivating scene, it can also 
change how people look and feel. The impact 
rain and bad weather in general can have 
on our emotions is amazing and worthy of 
photographing. Try incorporating disgruntled, 
hurried or even pleased passersby in your 
composition to add to the story.

f/5.6, 1/125 sec, ISO 500, 105mm, processed in Lightroom.

In cities where it rains often, you might be 
shocked at how quickly almost everyone seems 
to have an umbrella ready at the first drop. This 
is a great time to include pedestrians in your 
composition.

I’m from LA and when I visited Tokyo I was very 
surprised at how prepared everyone was for the 
rain. One day I ventured out with my camera 
and when the rain started to fall I was basically 

the only one not carrying an umbrella out of 
thousands of people on the street. It was pretty 
cool to see and really fun taking photos of all the 
umbrellas walking around.

A street full of people carrying umbrellas can 
add an element of interest to your photo. If 
the umbrellas are dark, they will add a sense 
of gloom, and brightly colored umbrellas 
contrasting against the black tarmac will add a 
feeling of optimism. 
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Saturated colors

With moisture and wetness everywhere, it just 
seems like the city glows more right after a 
rainfall. Most surfaces and structures will appear 
more colorful when wet as water tends to bring 
out the saturation.

Stones and brickwork, for example, will be really 
saturated and show up so much more in your 
photo. Rain has the power to change not only 
color, but depth of surfaces like streets and 
buildings.

While reflections of surrounding buildings and 
scenery can be intriguing and are great to shoot 
(see the Reflections section), you might want 
to cut down on surface reflections to add even 
more saturation to the image. Use a polarizing 
filter to eliminate glossy sheen on pavement and 
buildings.

f/11, 2.5 seconds, ISO 500, 16mm, Eiffel Tower at Night in the Rain.

Choosing shutter speed

You’ll need to decide how you want the rain to 
appear in your photo. Do you want to freeze the 
drops so you can see each one clearly? Or do 
you want a streaky, blurry image that portrays 
fast-moving, heavy rain?

Shutter speed actually matters during the rain. 
With the high contrast opportunities within 
cities, by using shorter shutter speeds you may 
actually see the raindrops in the resulting photo 
(depending on how hard it’s raining and what is 
in your background). With longer shutter speeds 
you probably won’t see the rain in the resulting 
photo, or if you do, it will appear in long streaks. 

This is different from landscape photography 
because there usually aren’t backdrops in 
landscapes that provide enough contrast against 
the raindrops to make the drops visible.

Try backlighting

Backlighting can help as it illuminates the 
raindrops and brings out more definition. This 
makes the drops much more visible because the 
light shining through them is concentrated and a 
little brighter than the surrounding scene. 

Look for artificial lights in the area, like street 
lights, headlights, a glow from a store window 
and shoot towards it. If the storm is passing and 
the sun shines from beyond the edge of it or 
is breaking through the clouds, you can shoot 
towards the natural light to get the same effect.

You want to shoot directly enough to get the 
best results without shooting too directly, as 
the light source can overpower your exposure. 
Experiment with different angles to find the 
sweet spot. 

f/11, 5 seconds, ISO 400, 16mm, processed in Lightroom.



Taking pictures outside in the middle of winter doesn’t exactly sound like fun. With shorter daylight hours, frigid temperatures, wet 
snow, slushy roads, and harsh, bitter winds, the task is a little more challenging as far as shooting conditions go. But, if you’re up for the 
challenge, and are prepared for weather (see Winter Snow and Ice in the Landscapes section), the results can be absolutely stunning.

Icy, cold city streets add a new dimension to the scene and make for crisp, beautiful images. There is just something so fresh and clean 
about a city during and right after a snowfall. Everything seems brighter, new, pure.

Winter in the City
f/11, 1/30 sec, ISO 200, 28mm, Central Park by Ralph Hockens.
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/rhockens/3200798292
https://www.flickr.com/photos/rhockens/
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Lighting conditions

Winter light is unlike any other time of year; the 
low sun casts long, magical shadows across 
city streets and buildings, creating interesting 
lines. You can use these shadows, which are 
especially stark against pristine snow, to lead the 
viewer’s eye into the scene.

True, winter days are shorter meaning less hours 
of natural light to work with, but the light we do 
get is ideal. Summer heat comes with haze and 
humidity, limiting visibility, but the cold crispness 
of winter makes for fresh, clean air that brightens 
the sky and city. This is particularly noticeable 
at dusk when the winter city comes alive with 
vibrant lights from buildings and street traffic. 
As the sun grows dark, the city lights become 
even brighter and more magical, providing 
innumerable photo opportunities. 

Time of day

City streets tend to be more empty during or 
after a snowfall then at other times, so you 
should use this opportunity to catch desolate 
street scenes. Early morning is the best for this 
as the new, fresh scene is untouched and the 
light is golden. 

Frost combined with soft morning light can 
transform even the most ordinary objects. It can 
soften outlines on cars, city benches, statues, 
or it can define details, like the shapes of leaves 
that normally blend into each other. 

In the late evening and at night, try long 
exposures to capture holiday lights or falling 
snow. You have to take advantage and make the 
most of whatever light you have available. 

Look for color

Snow mixed with the color opportunities within 
cities can provide great contrast situations. 
Think of yellow taxis surrounded by snow, red 
phone booths covered in powder, Christmas 
lights shining in an otherwise grey background. 
The latter is also nice because in the U.S. when 
we think of winter in the city we also think of the 
holiday season, so it’s a good way to portray the 
joyous, festive mood.

Color against the snow can really pop. When 
everything else seems bland and colorless, 
adding a bright contrasting object will create a 
strong viewpoint and just liven up the image. 
This works well both when it’s snowing and 
when it’s clear. 

f/4.5, 1/160 sec, ISO 800, 25mm, Times Square Snowstorm by Dan Nguyen.

Falling snow can actually cause an extra glow 
within lighted streets. The bright city lights or 
objects will reflect off the snow, so you don’t 
need a flash to capture the moment. In fact, you 
should avoid flash at all costs,as it will bounce 
off the snowflakes, turning them into little balls 
of overexposed light, which doesn’t make for a 
very attractive photo.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/zokuga/4199747483
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zokuga/
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Visiting Foreign Cities

Photographing a foreign city can be challenging, as there are now language barriers, different and unfamiliar customs, and just a general 
feeling of uncomfortableness and uncertainty. 

It’s one thing to be lectured by the police over photography issues in a domestic city, but if you are traveling internationally things can be 
more serious. With language barriers and unfamiliar laws, misunderstandings can get out of hand quickly.

f/7.1, 1/100 sec, ISO 10,000, 24mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Varying photography laws

Unfortunately, there isn’t one set universal 
guideline for what can and cannot be 
photographed. Each country has their own rules 
and customs and it’s up to you to find out what 
those are before you get to a new place and just 
start snapping away.

In some countries, it is illegal to take pictures of 
women, children, holy men, or the military, for 
example. You can also find yourself in trouble if 
you’re caught photographing official buildings 
like embassies and government headquarters, 
like in Moscow.

I went on a trip to Dubai once and learned 
that any person being captured on camera 
in any public space in the UAE can bring the 
photographer to court. They are especially 
sensitive about photographing Muslim women 
and families. I found out that if you get caught, 
you could be looking at some hefty fines, so I 
played it safe. I was still able to get a lot of great 
photos there, but I was extra cautious when 
taking street style photography with pedestrians.

Try to research where you are going so 
you know what is acceptable in terms of 
photographing the locals and buildings. Find out 
as much as you can—read guidebooks, online 
forums, travel blogs, talk to friends. 

Think before you shoot. First of all, a lot of 
people don’t want their photo taken by some 

stranger on the street. If someone is glaring 
at you it likely means you should avoid taking 
photos in their direction. You don’t want to 
draw unwanted attention to yourself, so refrain 
from taking pictures of police or official-looking 
people and buildings. If you are obtrusive, you’re 
just asking for someone to come over and start 
asking questions or for your passport. 

Carry your passport

Or at least a copy of it. 

It is definitely important to have this information 
with you, especially if you look like a professional 
photographer and not just a tourist taking 
pictures on the street. If they start asking 
questions, most law enforcement officers will 
just want to see who you are and where you’re 
from.

When in Tokyo one time, I was confronted by a 
group of officers; they didn’t speak English very 
well so I was pretty stressed for a few minutes 
as they asked questions and I tried to explain 
what I was doing there. As soon as I carefully 
pulled out my passport and showed it to them 
they were satisfied. They were very friendly the 
whole time but I think it was a good thing I had 
my passport with me.

A copy of your passport is usually good enough, 
and is better than carrying the original around in 
case you lose it or get pickpocketed. 

Beware of pickpockets

Pickpocketing can and does happen anywhere. 
Professional, stealthy thieves are just waiting 
for the perfect opportunity to rob unsuspecting 
tourists of their valuables. You already look 
like a rich tourist, with your fancy camera and 
equipment, so don’t make it any worse. 

By flaunting expensive things you are making 
yourself a target for thieves and scammers. If 
you’re not using your camera, keep it in a subtle 
bag. Don’t wear expensive jewellery, watches, 
clothes—try to blend in. 

Keep your wallet in your front pocket or even 
better, an internal pocket. You can also buy a 
money belt that goes under your clothes. Just 
keep your wallet hidden and close to your body.

Pickpockets use a number of tricks to get what 
they want, but you can be tricky too. Separate 
your money—keep some in your wallet or 
money belt, some back in your locked suitcase, 
some in your sock, just split it up. Some 
photographers even make their camera look old 
and undesirable by putting tape on it. Whatever 
you can do to avoid attention. 
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When tripods aren’t allowed
f/8, 0.4 seconds, ISO 2000, 24mm, since I didn’t have a tripod I set my camera 

down on this little ledge with the camera strap still around my neck to make sure I 
didn’t drop it, then clicked the 2-second self-timer and didn’t touch it while it took 

the exposure, I was very happy when I saw the result, processed in Lightroom.
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True, tripods are an essential part of 
cityscape photography in the evening—
they stabilize the camera so we can use 
slow shutter speeds to capture clear, sharp 
skylines and city lights that just can’t be 
clearly captured with a hand-held camera. 

But we don’t always have the luxury of 
using them as many tourist places don’t 
allow them, so what do we do when 
tripods are prohibited? 

Many businesses with great city views 
that attract photographers have gotten the 
impression that tripods mean professional 
work and therefore, money. These 
establishments won’t let photographers 
in with a tripod likely because they might 
be able to make money by charging a 
permit fee or production fee. I’ve run into 
this problem mostly in the U.S., but have 
also come across it in a few international 
cities I’ve visited. It is upsetting indeed, but 
instead of letting it defeat you, try to do 
your best with what you have.

If you’re staying or live in a nice highrise 
with fantastic city views, or know someone 
who works on a top floor of an office 
building, you’re at an advantage. It will 
be easy for you to set up your tripod and 
continuously shoot the city undisrupted, 
knowing your images are going to be 
shake-free and sharp, especially at night. 

For the rest of us, we need to look for high 
vantage points like public attractions with 
high viewpoints. In NYC, for example, you 
can get great city shots from atop the 
Empire State Building or Rockefeller Center, 
but neither of these places allow tripods. 

So, now you’re up there, it’s getting dark 
outside, the city is lighting up and looking 
incredible and all you have is a camera, no 
tripod. Here’s what you do:

f/7.1, 1/15 sec, ISO 25600, 24mm, when I tried to enter this rooftop lounge in Shanghai the doorman told me I couldn’t bring in my tripod so 
I tried to do the best I could without it. There was no place to set my camera down in order to take this shot so I upped the ISO speed as high 
as it would go and was able to hand-hold a decent shot at 1/15 second shutter speed, I took a few extra shots here in case a few turned out 
blurry because 1/15 of a second is risky to hand-hold the camera. I was shocked to see how well this one turned out. Processed it in Lightroom 
including some special attention to noise reduction since the ISO speed was so high
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Improvise

1.   Look for the compositions you want, then 
look to see if there is a place where you can 
set your camera down for the shot so you 
don’t have to hold it risking blur from hand 
movement. You can use tables, pillars, walls, 
edges, benches, anything that is flat and 
safe—make sure your camera is steady and 
won’t fall.

2.   If you can’t find a flat surface, you can make 
one. Prop your camera up with your jacket or 
other item of clothing. Try small photography 
bean bags. These are made specifically for 
this sort of situation so if there is an uneven 
surface you can set the bean bag down first 
and shape it into a decent platform for your 
camera.

3.   Try using just the tripod ball head. Most 
establishments that ban tripods won’t be 
looking for ball heads. Attach the ball head 
to the camera and set in on a platform, like 
the ones mentioned above. This is a great 
solution because ball heads have a flat base 
to sit nicely on something and the ball allows 
you to adjust the angle of the camera. 

With each of these methods, you can use the 
camera’s self-timer to get a clear, vibration-free 
shot that is just as good as if you had used a 
tripod. 

Be your own tripod

If there isn’t a place to set down your camera, 
you’re stuck trying to hold it steady yourself, 
which is especially difficult for low light shots. 
Steady your body as much as you possibly 
can. Lean against a wall or pillar with your legs 
spread apart to gain stability, or rest your arms 
on something, like a railing, anything you can do 
to avoid movement. 

The minimum shutter speed I always try to aim 
for when doing hand-held shots is 1/60 second. 
Keep raising your ISO speed and widening your 
aperture until a decent exposure can be taken 
at 1/60 second shutter speed or faster. If you 
are maxed out in terms of aperture width and 
ISO speed and it’s still too dark to get 1/60 of a 
second shutter speeds, try it anyway but take 
a few extra shots because some will likely be 
blurry.

If you are trying to hand-hold a shot at less than 
1/60 of a second, think like a sniper in terms of 
maintaining stillness on your target. Hold your 
camera firmly yet comfortably with support from 
both hands, take a deep breath and hold it as 
you press the shutter, then breathe normally 
after the exposure is done.

The banning of tripods is inconvenient for sure, 
but as long as you’re creative you can still get 
amazing shots that will impress. 

f/8, 1.3 seconds, ISO 640, 16mm, processed in Lightroom.
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Inside 
Big Buildings 
and Cathedrals
It’s obvious that cities contain buildings. But some 
buildings also contain cities—so to speak, anyway. 
They hold the same atmosphere, the same bustling 
life that makes cities feel vibrant and chaotic. More 
importantly, indoor images will help diversify your 
image portfolio; seeing the outside of buildings 
repeatedly can generally create a sense of curiosity 
in viewers that makes them want to see inside. Offer 
them that. Satiate that curiosity. Often, wide interior 
shots become landscape images in their own right, 
replacing mountains with stairwells and rivers with 
streamlined lineups of people.  

Not every building is photogenic, but it’s not hard to 
take a good indoor shot. The same photographic rules 
apply, although you’ll likely have to bump up your ISO 
and lower your shutter speed. Even if they seem well 
lit, you have to realize that your eyes can adjust much 
more adaptively than a camera’s. In terms of objective 
luminescence, these places are darker than they look. 
A tripod is almost always essential. 

Wells Cathedral 45 by Gary Ullah.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/garyullah/9676552830/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/garyullah/
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No tripods allowed? Better to beg 
forgiveness than ask permission

The biggest problem with indoor shooting is that 
you probably won’t have a “right” to be there. 
You may pay to enter a temple or cathedral, or 
else it may simply be private property—you can 
show up, sometimes you can shoot photos, but 
sometimes security will draw the line at tripods. 

It’s sometimes a space and fire hazard thing; 
don’t blame the messengers. It’s often easiest 
to just play by the rules—or, better still, assume 
there are no rules until you learn otherwise.

Being ignorant in these situations can help you 
get a few great shots. As the old adage goes: It’s 
better to beg forgiveness than ask permission. 

Always start with your tripod as a default 
shooting rig, although remain inconspicuous just 
in case. If anyone comes up to you and asks 
you to stop, you can simply say you didn’t know 
and pack up politely - which has been true in all 
the cases I have been stopped. At least this way 
you’ll have a few tripod-secure shots under your 
belt first. 

This happened to me once while shooting in 
Grand Central Station in New York City. The 
station is renowned for its gorgeous interior 
architecture, and I’d been capturing that quietly 
and respectfully from a few different spots for 
nearly an hour before a security officer came 
up to me. He told me I needed a permit to use 
a tripod. I honestly had no idea. (Later I looked 
this up on their website, which confirmed it—

apparently they consider a tripod “professional 
equipment” and require a permit for that and, 
presumably, anything else attached to the 
camera itself.) 

I thanked the officer and put away my tripod, 
then took a few more handheld shots with a 
higher ISO to compensate for the shakiness.  
It turned out great for me in the end—I got plenty 
of solid shots with my tripod, but still complied 
with their rules once I found out about it. 

I hesitate to say that the answer is always to 
plead ignorance, but let’s just say that if you’re 
confident there are no tripods allowed, don’t test 
fate; otherwise, it’s best not to ask, and be polite 
when confronted. 

Central nave – Hagia Sophia by Jorge Láscar.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jlascar/8291196158
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jlascar/
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Breaking down the technicalities

Ultra-wide angle lenses shine in these 
conditions. Anything between 12 and 18mm can 
capture the full width of most indoor spaces, 
wall-to-wall. That sense of completion is great 
when shooting expansive indoor shots. 

Those are the kind of images you want to start 
with—the first shot through the door, wide and 
all-encompassing. After you’ve got the obvious 
perspectives, look for interesting details like 
architectural nodes, window frames and ceiling 
tiles. In Grand Central, the obvious shot was 
from the center of where the staircases come 
together, but one of my best shots came from 
an off-center angle I found in the back corner 
of the stairway itself. It gives viewers something 
different, too, while still engaging with the 
compositional rules we went over earlier, like 
leading lines and the rule of thirds. 

I like to bracket shots as often as possible, but 
if your tripod’s been banned you’ll have some 
trouble with that. Occasionally I try to meter my 
shots in darker spots of the scene and push 
my camera to overexpose images a bit, which 
can work excellently in cathedrals if there’s 
light streaming in through the stained glass. 
Sometimes the whites might be blown out, but 
other times it works perfectly.  

A quick note on respect

Obviously it’s important that you get the shots you want, but remember that, indoors, you’re probably 
not alone. Always be respectful of the space you’re in—especially places of worship or religious 
significance. If your camera has a silent shutter mode, use it. If you can keep quiet, do. Being 
inconspicuous while shooting isn’t just about grabbing candid shots or staying away from security 
guards—it’s also about respecting the rights of those around you. Never be a good photographer at 
the expense of being a good person. 

Moved into the corner of the stairwell to try to capture a new angle of Grand Central, f/10, 1.6 seconds, ISO 250, 16mm.
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Inside and Outside f/10, 15 seconds, ISO 500, 24mm, bracketed sequence of 3 shots (wish I had done 5 for this one 
in hindsight), processed in Lightroom, combined the best attributes of each exposure in Photoshop.



  Cityscapes    174

Skyscraper cities are being built upwards: 
thousands of residents in condo-filled 
downtowns have gorgeous views of 
blinking lights, gleaming rivers and 
luminous icons right from their living room. 
These are often the great metropolises of 
Asia and North America (New York, Hong 
Kong, Toronto, Tokyo, Seoul, et al), while 
hotels, top-floor restaurants and upstairs 
patios all strive to offer patrons that same 
proud feeling of overlooking full cityscape 
splendor.   

These shots offer audiences outside the 
high-up floor a glimpse of power and 
surveillance. Combining the inner room 
and outside world through the window 
into your shot is great for a few reasons: 
on a purely visual note, it’s an interesting 
framing device; as context it creates a 
visual metaphor of gazing out, admiring 
or judging what’s below; and, from a 
documentary angle, it shows the viewer 
another perspective on how humans live 
and see the world.  

Technically, though, capturing all this can 
create some new challenges, chief among 
them being exposure. Insides will often 
be darker, and properly exposing them 
will blow out the outside world; vice versa 
means you’ll lose details inside but have a 
proper outside exposure. 

How to photograph rooms with big 
windows

The key to managing both exposures, 
unsurprisingly, is exposure bracketing. Shoot 
five brackets when you can, but three can 
sometimes do the trick also. Any instance 
wherein you’re not pressed for time, shoot 
five brackets. If time is indeed on your side, 
you might want to consider taking two sets 
of photos: one metered to outside light, with 
another metered to inside light. You can play 
around with them in post-production to see 
which works better.

Always try to keep a narrow aperture to maintain 
a large depth of field—otherwise you might risk 
keeping the inside of your room in detail but 

blurring the outside, or vice versa. This is quite 
noticeable with these types of shots because of 
the stark difference in subject matter. At night, 
you’ll find you have to widen the aperture a 
bit; if you have to choose which is in focus, I’d 
recommend the city outside rather than the room 
inside—it’s what most people’s eyes look to first. 
Of course, if there’s a natural focal point, even 
if it’s inside (a piece of furniture or person), to 
blur the city as a nice background creates a full, 
complex backdrop. 

We won’t get into too many details yet, but I 
hope to show you some of the best techniques 
for blending bracketed exposure in Lightroom, 
Bridge and Photoshop in the upcoming post-
production section of this book. 
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Top: /10, 15 seconds, ISO 500, 24mm, bracketed sequence of 5 
shots, processed a few in Lightroom, combined the best attributes  
of each exposure in Photoshop.

Getting access

Perfecting this technique can make you a go-to 
photographer for real estate and architectural 
photography. Building managers, hotel owners 
and anyone looking for subletters or tenants 
are increasingly seeing the value in getting 
professionally taken photographs to advertise 
their space. Great views are a major part of that. 

I load some of my best of these shots onto my 
smartphone or iPad and, whenever I check 
into hotels, lounges, or Airbnb pads, take a 
convenient moment to show the owner or 
renting host my work. This accomplishes two 
things: first, it creates an atmosphere wherein 
I’m more likely to get permission to shoot 
photos in that venue; second, it sometimes 
(and only with good bargaining skills) gets me 
discounts or free entry to places with these 
types of views. This is an especially golden rule 
for Airbnb places—architectural photographers 
are expensive these days so most Airbnb 
hosts don’t have great photos of their place, so 
working out a discounted stay or just selling your 
photos to them becomes a major bargaining 
chip.
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Cityscape Selfies
f/14, 8 seconds, ISO 160, 24mm, this one didn’t quite turn out like I hoped because I turned my head 

during the exposure with blurred my face, but I was still really glad I took it. I setup my tripod, focused 
the camera on the yellow square on the ground, activated the 10 second self-timer, then went and 

tried to stand as still as I could for the 8 second shutter duration while pedestrians rushed around me. 
It could have been better but you get the idea…sort of a “lost in translation” attempt in Tokyo.
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Unlike landscape selfies, cityscape selfies 
should feel more natural—which, ironically, 
is what makes them often more difficult. 

They’re natural because people naturally 
fit into cities: barren streets look cold 
and empty, while lively ones seem full 
and kinetic. Landscapes, of course, are 
the opposite: we cringe at the sight of 
hundreds of tourists swarming national 
parks, and sigh in relief when we see 
impossibly pristine versions. And while 
in both instances emphasis on a single 
person can work, they send profoundly 
different messages: a face in the wild 
seems adventurous and bold; a face 
against concrete looks at home, even if 
alone. 

In this light, a city selfie should be more 
natural, more expected. And yet to actually 
pause and take a shot of yourself with 
crowds, traffic and natural vibrations from 
footsteps and passing trucks makes for 
a much more challenging photographic 
scenario. 

BYOM (Be Your Own Model)

See an opportunity for a beautiful cityscape 
shot, but lacking a focal point? Sometimes 
we wait for passersby to fill the space, and 
patiently peer through our viewfinders until they 
hit the right spot. This is classic candid street 
photography—also a luxury for those with time. 

There’s no shame in filling the space yourself. 
Sometimes, there’s even a knowing poetry to 
it; a beauty in modest self-portraiture that most 
photographers delve into at one point or another. 
There’s no reason the photographer needs to 
always stay behind the camera. This is to say 
nothing of how easy it is: simply set up the shot, 
know where you want to stand and use the self-
timer to capture yourself there. 

This also makes it easier for aspiring 
photographers to work with placement: try 
standing in a few different places to find which 
way works best, so that by the time you’re 
working with other people, you’ll have a better 
sense of what works, spatially and logistically. 

Expose yourself

For cityscape selfies at night, long exposures 
will often be necessary, and you’ll learn firsthand 
just how hard it be to stand still for even 20 
seconds. It ain’t easy being a model. Bracketed 
sequences are even trickier, forcing you to 
stand still through three shutter durations—and 
don’t even try a five-shot bracketed sequence, 
because it’s just not worth it. 

What is worth it, though, are long exposure 
selfies: they can create very cool “lost in 
translation”-style images of one person standing 
still in a crowd. Use the inherent chaos of a 
crowd to your advantage and stand yourself out 
in some way. The basic tenets of photographic 
contrast apply just as much to content as to light 
and texture: by inserting yourself in a crowd, you 
can stand out and create a powerful image.  

If you do wind up posing for your own long-
exposure cityscape selfie, I wouldn’t recommend 
standing for any longer for five seconds—it’s just 
too difficult to capture an image while standing 
still for longer. Of course, if it’s too dark, or you 
have a very specific shot in mind, let the sky be 
the limit for your ambition.  

The necessary confidence of an artist

People will stare at you. Some might laugh. 
Forget them: you’ve got a mission, and the only 
thing worse than being laughed at for taking 
a shot is when that laughter discourages the 
shot from even existing. Be bold, be brave, and 
ignore the rest of them.
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When Adobe’s photo editing software began gaining 
popularity, there used to be some debate over its legitimacy  
in the world of photography. Purists would bash it for being an 
easy fix; professionals lamented how casual photographers 
relied on it for fixing their exposure errors. 

That debate has calmed down in recent years. Now, any 
professional photographer not post-processing is considered 
more an oddity than a purist—everyone knows that digital 
cameras simply aren’t perfect, and don’t capture the reality 
of the world as well as they could. (Colors aren’t always true, 
exposure is sometimes off.) It’s the new norm: as long as  
post-production is used to enhance the shot (rather than 
distract from it), it’s a helpful addition to a photo’s lifecycle. 

The pros and cons of having infinite possibilities

The best part about Lightroom or Photoshop is that they  
can truly unlock infinite possibilities for your photography. 
Problem is, that’s also the worst part.

It’s tricky when you’re just starting out with Lightroom, 
Photoshop or any post-processing application—you don’t have 
any presets, and you’re not sure how images look different in 
different lights and with various color casts. I used to spend 
hours tweaking a photo in every direction, only to wind up with 
the relatively simple style I’d started out with; it took me a while 
to learn which edits worked regularly for my shots, and now it 
only takes a minute or so to make an image pop. 

Nowadays, the only time I’ll spend a lot of time experimenting 
with a shot is when it’s an especially good one—I’ll find it’s not 
only productive, but also simply more fun to try and bring out 
its full potential. 

The product hit list 

The world has grown beyond just Photoshop. Adobe is still the 
leader of the pack, with products like Lightroom and Bridge 
supplementing Photoshop in many photographers’ arsenals 
(including my own); I also use Photomatix occasionally, which 
is an industry leader for HDR processing. 

Photoshop’s competitors (Corel’s PaintShop Pro, Serif’s 
PhotoPlus, Capture One Pro; there are many) are viable 
alternatives at sometimes as little as half the cost of Adobe’s 
mainstays, and if you already have one of those, the general 
rules of what we’re going to be discussing in this section will 
likely hold true, even if the tool names are different. 

For our purposes, though, I’ll be sticking with Lightroom, 
Photoshop, Bridge and Photomatix. You don’t need to buy all 
these, but it’s still good to know what the possibilities are. If 
you only invest in one program, I would recommend Lightroom.

The first few pages in this section will cover the quick and 
effective processing methods using Lightroom presets, then 
we will dive in deeper if you want to take your photos further.
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10 Premium Landscape/Cityscape 
Lightroom presets provided with this eBook
Lightroom presets work so well these days it’s easy to just 
use them and nothing else. These are 10 that I developed for 
landscape/cityscape photos, they cover most situations that 
I get into, and they are a great starting point for any photo 
processing. (Download them here to get started). Installation 
instructions are on the next page. Have fun!

Just Right – A great general preset for almost any photo,  
I always try this one first.

Emphasize It – Just as the name implies, if you want to 
emphasize everything in the photo give this one a click.

Not Much Needed – For photos that look great without 
post-processing, try this one to just add a little something.

Black & White – An ideal black and white conversion preset

Black & White Stylized – A slightly heavier black and white 
conversion preset

Portrait in the City – Try this one on street style portraits  
or portraits of your friends.

Urban Drama – If you like the look of most cinema movies 
and posters you will probably like this preset.

Heavy Crowds – Great for heavy crowd shots in the city.

View from Up High – Try this one for any aerial photos of 
cities.

Warm Sepia – This sepia preset does the job while leaving  
a little color behind, try it out and see what you think.

Before Black & White Stylized Preset

ONE 
CLICK

Before Heavy Crowds Preset

ONE 
CLICK

Before Portrait in the City Preset

ONE 
CLICK

Before Urban Drama Preset

ONE 
CLICK

https://www.dropbox.com/s/56wjostu2vutis6/1Landscape-Cityscape-Lightroom-Presets-Updated.zip?dl=1
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Installing the Landscape/Cityscape 
Lightroom Presets

As mentioned on the previous page, you can 
download the included presets here.

This is how to install that folder of presets in 
Adobe Lightroom on your computer:

1. Open Lightroom

2. Click on Edit at the top, then Preferences.

3.  The preferences window will open, then make 
sure the Presets tab is clicked at the top, then 
click the Show Lightroom Presets Folder 
button.

4. Double click on the Lightroom folder

5. Double click on the Develop Presets Folder

6.  Copy the 1Landscape-Cityscape-Lightroom-
Presets folder into the Develop Presets Folder.

7.  That’s all! Now just close and restart 
Lightroom and you should see them within the 
Develop tab of the program.

8.  If you are still having trouble, here is a 
youtube video tutorial on how to install 
presets.

https://www.dropbox.com/s/56wjostu2vutis6/1Landscape-Cityscape-Lightroom-Presets-Updated.zip?dl=1
https://www.dropbox.com/s/56wjostu2vutis6/1Landscape-Cityscape-Lightroom-Presets-Updated.zip?dl=1
http://youtu.be/5Rxj2vF76Ss
http://youtu.be/5Rxj2vF76Ss
http://youtu.be/5Rxj2vF76Ss
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Processing a Single Raw Photo in Lightroom
This tutorial goes over how to edit a photo in Lightroom using presets. This is my technique for editing most photos.  
The presets make it quick and easy so you can spend more time with your camera and less time on the computer.

1.  Once in Lightroom, Import the photo(s) you want to edit  
(for more help on this step here is a tutorial from Adobe).

2.  From the Library module, select the photo you want to post-process. 3. Then click over into the Develop Module.

http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fhelp.adobe.com%2Fen_US%2Flightroom%2Fusing%2FWS427A4C94-2499-456d-8E17-AE09D3316A03.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNHP8jNr5dg--iJtiieLVXiYJMm5xg
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4.  If you installed the included presets as explained in the previous section 
you should now see them in the Develop module. In this tutorial we are 
going to use the “Just Right” preset so go ahead and click it. You should 
now see the preset adjustments applied to your photo. The presets are 
that easy! Feel free to export and share your photo at this point.

5.  (Optional) If you want to do further adjustments on your photo try 
adjusting the various sliders on the right side depending on what your 
photo needs. It’s a good idea to give all the setting sliders a try at some 
point if only to familiarize yourself with all the possibilities.
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6.  Export photo and share (I usually export as JPEG at 100 Quality Color 
Space: sRGB)

Before After (using only the “Just Right” preset)
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Whether you want to do further editing after 
the preset is applied is up to you. Here is the 
lowdown on how the various settings work in 
the Develop module. For example I usually do 
vignetting as a last step, the presets already 
apply a conservative vignette, but if you want 
to add more you can adjust it within the Effects 
portion of the develop module:

The Develop module

A.  Presets, Snapshots, History,  
and Collections panels

B. Histogram

C. RGB values

D. Tool strip

E. Adjustment panels

F. Toolbar

  The Histogram panel in the Develop module 
allows you to measure color tones as well as 
make tonal adjustments to the photo.

  The tools in the tool strip let you fix red eye, 
remove dust and spots, crop and straighten 
photos, and apply adjustments to specific 
areas of a photo.

  The Basic panel contains the main tools for 
adjusting the photo’s white balance, color 
saturation, and tonal scale.

  The Tone Curve and HSL/Color/B&W panels 
contain tools for fine-tuning your color and 
tonal adjustments.

  The Split Toning panel colors monochrome 
images or creates special effects with color 
images.

  The Detail panel lets you adjust sharpness and 
reduce noise.

  The Lens Corrections panel lets you correct 
chromatic aberration and lens vignetting 
caused by the camera lens.

  The Effects panel lets you adjust the vignette 
or add a film-grain effect.

  The Camera Calibration panel makes 
adjustments to the default calibration settings 
for your camera.
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Processing a Single Raw Photo in Photoshop
Before Lightroom came along Photoshop was my primary editing program. I still use Photoshop a great deal for advanced HDR editing 
which we will discuss more in the following pages. But the power of Photoshop’s adjustment layers for basic editing on single exposures 
should not be discounted. This tutorial is just an example of basic processing to a single RAW photo with adjustment layers in Photoshop. 
(for more info on how adjustment layers work see here).

1.  Open your photo in Photoshop. 2.  Press the New Adjustment Layer button, then select Levels - Levels is 
the best adjustment layer to start with in my opinion.

http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fhelpx.adobe.com%2Fphotoshop%2Fusing%2Fadjustment-fill-layers.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFkB_rpkM3_vlxa3f3_U3t1PppMGw
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3.  Within the Levels adjustment window, drag the Shadow and Highlight 
input sliders inward until they touch the ends of the histogram (or until 
they almost touch the histogram). This will allow your image to use the 
full tonal range.

4.  Then maybe add a Brightness/Contrast adjustment layer. Within the 
Brightness/Contrast window drag the sliders to see if you like how they 
affect your photo.
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5.  This last step is a personal taste adjustment for this photo. Since this 
was photographed in Dubai I wanted to give it more of a desert “feel”. 
So I added a Photo Filter adjustment layer to add a kind of orange hue.

     Try the other adjustment layers as well to see if you can improve your 
photo further. If at any time you change your mind about an adjustment, 
you can simply press the eyeball on each adjustment layer to see how 
your image looked before it was applied. Or you can simply delete each 
adjustment layer.

Before

After
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High Dynamic Range (HDR) Processing Techniques
HDR EXPOSURE BLENDING TECHNIQUE 1: LIGHTROOM+PHOTOSHOP

In this tutorial we are going to take a step into high dynamic range processing. We will process three photos from a bracketed sequence 
using the presets in Lightroom, then use Adobe Bridge to open them as layers in Photoshop, then use Photoshop to combine the best 
attributes of each exposure using layer masks.

In this example, I took a 3 shot bracketed sequence in one of the world’s busiest intersections - Tokyo’s Shibuya Crossing at night (for 
cityscapes I sometimes use 5 shot bracketed sequences but here it was too busy to stand in one spot for too long, people were bumping 
into me and my camera so I just tried to do 3 bracketed shots).

1. Once in Lightroom, Import the photos you want to edit.

2.  From the Library module, select the first photo in the sequence  
to process.

3. Then click over into the Develop Module.
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4.  For the first photo after trying a few I like the look of the “Emphasize It” 
preset so I’m applying that one.

5.  Then click the right arrow to get to the next photo in the sequence 
which in this case is the -1 bracketed shot (underexposed). For this one 
I like how the “Just Right” preset improves the lighted banner ads just 
enough. We will use this shot to replace some of the overexposed lights 
from the primary image.
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6.  Then click the right arrow again to get the next photo in the sequence 
which in this case in the +1 bracketed shot (overexposed). For this one 
after trying a few I like the “Heavy Crowds” preset. We will use this shot 
to add some flare to the primary image so I like how the heavy crowds 
preset makes the lights bright and shiny on this one.

7.  So now that we have processed all 3 bracketed photos in Lightroom, 
let’s open them as layers in Photoshop. In Lightroom’s Library view 
select all three images (on a PC you can do this holding the Shift or Ctrl 
key and click them). Then go to the Photo menu at the top and click Edit 
in > Open as Layers in Photoshop.
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8.  So now we have all three photos loaded as layers within Photoshop.  
And to just make things easier let’s organize the layers so the primary 
photo is at the top, and then the -1 and +1 bracketed shot layers are 
below it. To make things easier I renamed the layers as well which is 
optional. Now select all three layers (on a PC you do this by holding the 
Ctrl key and clicking all three), and select Edit > Auto-Align Layers. This 
is just to make sure the layers are truly aligned together in case your 
tripod moved a little or if you hand-held the shot sequence.

9.  Now we are going to work on combining the best attributes of the 
Primary shot and the -1 bracketed shot.

  Since the +1 shot is not needed until later go ahead and click the 
eyeball next to it so it will not be seen for now.

  Then select the primary layer and Add a layer mask to it by clicking 
the layer mask button in the lower right (more info on how layer 
masks work here).

  Then select the brush tool from the left tool bar. Use a soft-edged 
brush and set it to a good size relative to what areas of your photo you 
will be working on. Try setting the opacity to around 70%. But once 
you see how this works feel free to adjust your brush size and opacity 
to whatever you like best.

  Now we are simply going to brush all the overexposed areas where we 
want the -1 lower photo layer to show through. (Make sure you have 
the layer mask selected, if you don’t see anything happening, that is 
likely why).

http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fhelpx.adobe.com%2Fphotoshop%2Fusing%2Fmasking-layers.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNECcObpbuPDDmZ8SwfXRar6DTACYw
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fhelpx.adobe.com%2Fphotoshop%2Fusing%2Fmasking-layers.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNECcObpbuPDDmZ8SwfXRar6DTACYw
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10.  Since we brushed over those areas on the mask, you can see they are 
now better exposed because the image from underneath is showing 
through in those spots.

11.  To get a better look at what was done, for fun click the eyeball of the 
layer below the primary one to turn it off, now you can see all the places 
we brushed on the mask.
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12.  Now that we fixed the overexposed areas go ahead and merge those 
two layers. Make sure both the layers are activated with their eyeballs 
visible, then select Layer > Merge Visible.

13.  Now we are just left with two layers, the Primary and the +1 bracketed 
shot.
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14.  Now we are going to work on combining the best attributes of the 
Primary shot and the +1 bracketed shot.

  Select the primary layer and Add a layer mask to it by clicking the 
layer mask button in the lower right.

  Then select the brush tool from the left tool bar. Use a soft-edged 
brush and set it to a good size relative to what areas of your photo 
you will be working on. Try setting the opacity to around 70%. But 
once you see how this works feel free to adjust your brush size and 
opacity to whatever you like best.

  Now we are simply going to brush all the underexposed areas or 
just areas that could use more light and “flare” in general. See in this 
example all the areas where I am going to brush on the mask to add 
more light and interest.

15.  Ok, I just brushed all those areas and look how it turned out! Definitely 
a lot more dynamic and lively now.
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16.  So that’s it! You can Layer > Merge Visible again if you like or just save it. I usually save it as a High Quality JPEG at this point.

Before

After
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HDR EXPOSURE BLENDING TECHNIQUE 2: PHOTOMATIX BY ITSELF

Photomatix Pro is the software of choice for many professional HDR photographers. Occasionally I like to drag my bracketed photos 
in there and see how they turn out compiled by Photomatix. It can work as a standalone program or as a plug-in for Photoshop or 
Lightroom. If you are interested in getting the program for 15% off, remember to use the Coupon Code “PICTURECORRECT” at checkout.

In this tutorial we will take those original 3 photos from the previous tutorial and see what Photomatix Pro can do with them on it’s own. 
There are tons of options you can play around with in this program but this is what I usually do:

1.  Once in Photomatix Pro, click the Load Bracketed Photos button, 
browse to find the sequence of photos you want to process into HDR, 
then click OK.

2.  I use the setting to Align Source Images (in case the camera moved at 
all while shooting the sequence), and using the by matching features 
option. Then click OK.

http://www.hdrsoft.com/order.php?id=171&redir=h
http://www.hdrsoft.com/order.php?id=171&redir=h
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3.  Once the program align the images it might look a little crazy, but don’t 
stress, then click the Tone Mapping / Fusion button.

4.  For Process, click Tone Mapping. For Method, select Details Enhancer. 
Then adjust the sliders until you like how the photo looks. You can see 
the typical slider settings I use in the screenshot (I usually don’t change 
these settings much from what you see here). Keep your eye on the 
histogram and try to keep the bell curve within the area (not hitting the 
ceiling of the graph). Then when it’s looking good click the big process 
button near the bottom.

5.  Once it’s done processing, then click File > Save Image.
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6.  That’s it! Go open the exported file and see how it turned out.

Before

After
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HDR EXPOSURE BLENDING TECHNIQUE 3: LIGHTROOM+PHOTOMATIX+BRIDGE+PHOTOSHOP

In this tutorial we will cover one more method, this is my preferred method of HDR processing because it combines the realism of the 
primary shot out of Lightroom and the brilliant light of the processed photomatix shot. We will simply process the primary exposure in 
Lightroom with a preset, process the 3 original bracketed shots in Photomatix the same way we did in the previous tutorial, then combine 
the best attributes of both of those in Photoshop.

1.  Once in Lightroom, from the Library module, select the first/primary 
photo from the original bracketed sequence.

2.  Then click over into the Develop Module

http://www.hdrsoft.com/order.php?id=171&redir=h
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3.  After trying a few I like the look of the “Emphasize It” preset so I’m 
applying that one.

4.  Now export it, File > Export. Save it somewhere you can find soon.  
Now that one is ready and waiting for us.
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5.  Now process the 3 original bracketed photos in Photomatix (exactly the 
same as in the previous tutorial). Once it’s done processing, save it 
somewhere you can find soon. Now that one is ready and waiting for us.

6.  Then open up Adobe Bridge. We are going to use Adobe Bridge to open 
those two processed photos as layers in Adobe Photoshop. So once 
in Adobe Bridge find those two photos, the one we just exported from 
Lightroom and the one we just exported from Photomatix. Select both 
of them (on a PC you do this by holding the Ctrl key and clicking both of 
them). Then click Tools > Photoshop > Load File into Photoshop Layers. 
(If you don’t have Bridge you can accomplish this in Lightroom also, but 
it’s an extra step)
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7.  So now we have both photos loaded as layers within Photoshop. Since 
the Lightroom version is the more “realistic” of the two lets organize the 
layers so the lightroom version is at the top and the photomatix version 
is at the bottom in terms of layer order. Now select both layers (on a PC 
you do this by holding the Ctrl key and clicking both of them), and select 
Edit > Auto-Align Layers. This is just to make sure the layers are truly 
aligned together in case your tripod moved a little or if you hand-held the 
shot sequence.

8.  Now we are going to work on combining the best attributes of the 
Lightroom version and the Photomatix version.

  Select the Lightroom version layer and Add a layer mask to it by 
clicking the layer mask button in the lower right.

  Then select the brush tool from the left tool bar. Use a soft-edged 
brush and set it to a good size relative to what areas of your photo you 
will be working on. Try setting the opacity to around 70%. But once 
you see how this works feel free to adjust your brush size and opacity 
to whatever you like best.

  Now we are simply going to brush all the areas where we want the 
brilliant dynamic lighting of the photomatix version to shine through. 
(Make sure you have the layer mask selected, if you don’t see anything 
happening, that is likely why).
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9.  Ok, I just brushed all those areas and look how it turned out! Look how 
the light shines through from the Photomatix version in those areas that 
were brushed/masked.

10.  So that’s it! I usually save it as a High Quality JPEG at this point.

After

Before
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Topaz Plugins
If you want to go even further Topaz plugins are sometimes nice to add finishing touches. For example, here is the final photo from the 
previous tutorial opened into the Topaz Photoshop plugin Star Effects. Topaz Star Effects has a couple City Lights presets that can add 
an extra “shimmer” or “shine” to city lights. Can you see how the preset made the lights shine more? It can be adjusted too. Sometimes 
fun to add an extra “pop” to your final result!

Recommended Topaz Plug-ins:

Topaz Adjust

Topaz Star Effects

Topaz Clarity

Topaz B&W Effects

Topaz Detail

Now that you know how to use layers and 
masking, don’t forget to try various layer 
blending options along with these plugins. 
Simply duplicate your main layer, apply a plugin 
effect, then mask or blend as needed.

http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.topazlabs.com%2F429-17.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFkYu-6x2rkGGlD8af-6x7lNBGDyA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.topazlabs.com%2F429-3.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNHJ2yKHni1rfetqEkQTb74M1NhTWw
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.topazlabs.com%2F429-17.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFkYu-6x2rkGGlD8af-6x7lNBGDyA
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.picturecorrect.com%2Frecommended%2Ftopaz-clarity%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNEdcsiIOmv7CApQzGPe6zsVxMoRMg
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.picturecorrect.com%2Frecommended%2Ftopaz-black-white-effects%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNEe2Kpb-XfVT3ywl8HeunTYZ7cj5g
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.picturecorrect.com%2Frecommended%2Ftopaz-detail%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNHlwfqAFrvj47W0GzVYlVu-9ucfkQ
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For further training on photo editing
There is always something new to learn in the world of photography post-processing. I think we covered 
some of the most critical and effective techniques in the previous tutorials, but if you are hungry for more 
knowledge on how to edit & process photos here are some more great resources:

1. Adobe’s Lightroom Video Tutorials

2. Adobe’s Photoshop Tutorials

3. Super Photo Editing Skills

4. Lightroom Made Easy

5. Understanding Post-Processing

6. Understanding Post-Processing the eBook

7. Before / After Lightroom Tutorials

8. Organize Your Photos  – The Three Level System

9. Photoshop Basics for Photographers

10. Backup or Die - How to Keep Your Photos Safe

http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Ftv.adobe.com%2Fchannel%2Fhow-to%2Flightroom-tutorials%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNF2mrenX0w1jkEywdS_m1O8YBgSCA
https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fhelpx.adobe.com%2Fphotoshop%2Ftutorials.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFx_sFvd_JtsYkS0OQFYgbGw5E-lg
https://learn.photographyconcentrate.com/153-2-3-3.html
http://www.picturecorrect.com/recommended/lightroom-made-easy/
http://www.picturecorrect.com/recommended/understanding-post-processing/
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.picturecorrect.com%2Frecommended%2Fpost-processing%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGKIz8cXygiaFKEtDxIESDTmQr68A
https://learn.photographyconcentrate.com/153-22-3-8.html
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.picturecorrect.com%2Frecommended%2Forganize-your-photos%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFNZnwvLnfCsUeSRwaA2au8wT4Kkw
http://www.picturecorrect.com/recommended/photoshop-basics-for-photographers/
https://learn.photographyconcentrate.com/153-17-3-7.html
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Photography has traditionally been the realm of the real. It documents 
things. You’d see something, snap a photo of it, and record that 
moment for as long as your photo exists. 

Then people realized that the reality you capture is only as true as the 
camera’s perspective. Perspective could be toyed with. This changed 
the way people worked with depth, color and reality itself.   

Today, capturing reality is half the battle. Playing with multiple 
exposures, HDR and perspective can create worlds beyond what we 
can see with our own eyes. Trick photography takes that pioneering 
kernel of photography—capturing reality—and takes it one step further. 

Now, we capture the reality of our imaginations. 

In this section of the book, we’ll go through some of today’s 
more popular digital photography tricks (some of which may even 
complement your landscape and cityscape efforts), including some 
really fun ones like light painting and spherical panoramas. The goal 
here is to help you understand the full potential of photography, even 
the crazy stuff, so you can instinctively recognize any photographic 
opportunity that comes up—even if it comes up in recording high-
definition video which is now common with GoPros, you can see key 
frames and pull them out to process as photos.

You won’t love everything. Photo experimentation is fun and 
educational, but it also takes time and a very specific mind. Light 
painters, for example, are a peculiar breed—you’ve got to enjoy 
stumbling through the dark and accepting whatever comes out, like a 
blind Jackson Pollock. Timelapse photography, meanwhile, takes hours 
of post-production. Double exposures often call for precise foresight.

No photographer is great at everything. But with enough knowledge, 
hopefully you can find a few techniques that help you discover your 
own unique style. 
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f/16, 30 seconds, ISO 400, 25mm, processed in Photoshop
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Light Painting
Long-exposure photography is fun, sure. 
But imagine a explosion of bright light—
rainbow colors, golden streaks, flying 
sparks—all swishing and swooping fluidly 
in otherworldly designs, even forming 
legible words or distinct patterns. 

This is the world of light painting, a niche 
speciality of photography that relies 
entirely on a combination of physical 
artistry and long-exposure photography. 

Light painting is conceptually easy: leave 
a camera shutter open long enough, and 
moving lights will etch their streaks into 
the resulting image. We do this all the time 
with regular cityscape night photography, 
especially when cars drive through our 
shots, leaving behind stripes of red and 
yellow light. 

But the creative possibilities extend far 
beyond simple compositional photography. 
Light painting is also what happens when 
photographers set up their cameras for 
long exposures in dark scenarios, grab 
a light (say, a flashlight) and hop in front 
of the lens to paint a picture on top of 
the landscape. Light painters can draw 
patterns, write words or overlay images 
onto any given landscape or cityscape. 
And it looks damn cool. 

At its most extreme, photographers have 
attached lights to hula hoops and swung 
them around, creating surreal glowing 
orbs in front of vast mountains like UFOs. 
Others sign their names in the corners 
of landscapes using laser pointers. True 
professionals have mastered the art of 
finding a tree in the woods, unlit even by 

the moon, and controlling the amount 
of light on every inch of space—they 
understand precisely what luminance 
will be achieved by raking light across 
each object for a certain amount of time, 
spotlighting different parts of the frame in 
a mystical way. The possibilities are truly 
endless.
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Get started light painting

First, you’ll need the tools. The list isn’t 
extensive, but it will get you out the door: 

  A tripod

  Long-exposure control on your camera

  A dark location, indoors or outdoors at 
night

  A light source—which sounds broad,  
and is, and can be any of the following:

 – Flashlight 

 – Glow sticks

 – Light strips

 – LED lights or strips

 – Laser pointer

 – Fiber optics

 – Smartphone

 – Sparklers

 – Steel wool (more on this later)

You can even buy a specific tool for light 
painting, such as the Pixelstick, a sort of LED 
scepter that raised over $600,000 on Kickstarter, 
truly marking the next generation of light 
painters. But for beginners, a flashlight or glow 
sticks are just fine. 

Light up your John Hancock

As a light painting trial, I recommend writing your name in a shot. It’s easy, quick and quiet, and gives 
a great introduction for the mechanics of light painting

Find a quiet, dark location—this can even be your bedroom to start, although moving around outside 
may be easier—and set your camera on a tripod with a 10-second exposure. Then get in front of the 
lens with some kind of focused light and write away. It will take some practice—timing the speed of 
your movements and understanding light’s inherent delicacy takes time. But the results can be very 
cool, even if you mess up.

(f/2.8, 30 seconds, ISO 100, 17mm, Free Advertising by Zach Dischner).

http://www.thepixelstick.com/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zachd1_618/8228912910/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zachd1_618/
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Your first awesome light painting: EXPLOSIVE STEEL WOOL

Using steel wool for light painting can be somewhat dangerous, but also a whole lot of fun—and 
it almost always makes for incredibly bombastic, lively, explosive images, especially in barren 
landscapes or abandoned cityscapes. A perennial favorite among light painters, this project is sort 
of predictably unpredictable: the light will blast out in every direction, but your core image can be 
controlled to an extent. 

But this is important to clarify: the following activity is dangerous. I need to remind you all that I’m 
in no way responsible for any burns or fires that result from you enacting this, and I’ll try to guide 
you as best as I can to prevent that stuff from happening. 

Items you’ll need for this project: 

  Fine steel wool (not rough—the package 
should have a zero, not a one or two)

  A metal wire container to hold said steel wool 
(commonly a kitchen whisk)

  Flexible wire or a thick cable

  If wires, then wire cutters

  A lighter

  Safety goggles

  An area with absolutely nothing flammable 
around
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And here is how you put the whole thing together: 

Step 1: Assemble your flaming-mace thing. 
There’s no good word for what we’re making: it’s 
basically a knight’s mace, but on fire. Assuming 
you’re working with a whisk, flex out your steel 
wool a bit and stuff it inside the whisk. You can 
also unroll the wool itself and cut it into smaller 
pieces if necessary. If you have a cable, attach 
the cable to the whisk; if you’re using wire, use 
your wire cutters to cut a length into anything 
between five and eight feet long and tie that 
to the whisk. Make sure you’ve got a firm grip 
on the non-whisk end of the metal rope by 
fashioning a handle or something. Gloves are a 
good idea.  

Step 2: Find a location you won’t burn down. 
Virtually no location is completely safe to swing 
around fire, but places with less flammable 
material tend to work better: think empty 

beaches and deserts, not dry grassy fields or 
crowded streets. While remote areas are safer, 
though, know that sparks look more interesting 
when bouncing off things, so if you can find 
some boulders along the beach, so much the 
better. 

Step 3: Set up the shot.  
Bust out the tripod and frame your shot. A 
moderate depth of field like f/8 is ideal, and a 
low ISO speed works better to reduce noise 
and focus the scene on your soon-to-be infernal 
steel wool. If you want a brighter image, you 
can bump up the ISO, but be sure to measure 
it out with your shutter speed, which, of course, 
should be long—though exactly how long will 
depend on your idea and execution. Typically, 
steel wool painting works well with 10 seconds; 
go longer and the blaze gets brighter, go shorter 
and the sparks get more detailed. If you do 
choose to notch down your aperture, remember 

that each stop downward approximately doubles 
the amount of time you should be painting and 
exposing your image. 

Step 4: Test it out.  
Take a few shots with a different light source 
before you use up all your steel wool and realize 
the effect didn’t pan out. Adjust your settings 
accordingly. 

Step 5: Come out swinging.  
Ignite your makeshift mace with the lighter and 
quickly click your camera’s shutter. Once the 
steel wool starts to glow, carefully start spinning 
it in a circle over your head. The more air gets 
through to your steel wool, the quicker it will 
burn and the more sparks will begin to fly. (That’s 
why you want to fluff the stuff out first, to let 
more air in easily.) Keep this going in any way 
you want—a basic circle, or something more 
resembling aboriginal fire poi dances.  
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Elevating your light painting

Already got a grasp on light painting? Wanting 
to elevate it to the next level? Then let’s go over 
some tips for cooler, more advanced imagery. 

  Go big or go indoors.  
When painting over a landscape, try to cover 
a wide swath—and not randomly. See the 
end product in your mind’s eye and get 
creative with patterns that complement your 
surrounding landscape or cityscape. 

  Try different light sources.  
If you’ve done steel wool to death, and are 
bored of flashlights, move towards LED strips 
or fiber optic cables to create different patterns. 
You can even try setting longer exposures and 
using multiple sources in a single image: spend 

five seconds with a flashlight, five seconds with 
rainbow-colored fiber optics and 10 seconds 
with sparklers to achieve a blaze of multiple 
lights at once.  Try to fill your landscapes or 
cityscapes with as many interesting and unique 
colors as possible. 

  Play with intensity. 
Using dimmable lights can help alter the 
intensity of your light source at a given time, 
but you can also achieve this by focusing more 
on certain areas. If you’re painting the outline 
of a tree and want the branches to be brighter 
than the trunk, give your flashlight more time 
there, or, using a dimmer, brighten up the 
luminance. This kind of variety can help create 
more precisely detailed images. 

  Don’t shy from ambient light.  
Use stars, lamps and city lights to your 
compositional advantage. They’ll likely shine a 
bit brighter, but it’s still better to integrate your 
surroundings rather than awkwardly try and 
avoid them. 

  Play with white balance.  
By adjusting your white balance so it 
misunderstands white as another color, 
you can create eerie shots and change the 
atmosphere entirely with a simple button.  
This works especially well at night with celestial 
bodies above, highlighting the moonlight in a 
different color. 

  Use precise, artistic techniques.  
Sure, you can swing a light around your head 
for 20 seconds and gawk at the results—or 
you can take a more delicate and toned-down 
approach. Understanding the subtlety of light 
is a huge factor in painting with it: gentle wrist 
motions and graceful movements are what 
separate the professionals from the amateurs. 
It might look a bit like dancing—that’s a good 
thing.

  Study the masters.  
Look to great modern light painters like Eric 
Paré, Harold Ross and Ian Hobson to discover 
the vast differences in ways you can light 
paint. Paré is mystical and intimate; Ross is 
deliberate and classical; Hobson is wild and 
psychedelic—there’s no right or wrong way to 
approach it, but seeing how professionals work 
(and most of these folks have tutorials and 
behind-the-scenes videos) can shed light on an 
artistry few recognize as even existent. 



Photography Tricks    214

Using light painting in the urban 
landscape

Practicing light painting can benefit you as 
an artist beyond simply producing light-
painted images. The concepts learned through 
controlling light on-screen translate into 
nighttime long-exposure photography, especially 
in cities. Once you understand how a camera 
reacts to lights waving before it, you can better 
understand how to set up and control your 
scenarios, even they they seem beyond control. 

I’ll remind you of some of the long-exposure 
moments we discussed in the chapter on 
shooting cityscapes at night. When confronted 
with busy streets, heavy traffic, freeway 
overpasses, intersections, busy airports or 
spotlights at major events, you can use all these 
moving lights to your advantage by accepting 
their natural flow and recognizing natural 
patterns. In some ways, this will help create a 
more natural landscape out of whatever you’re 
shooting.

Most importantly, you’ve got to keep 
experimenting. Photographers only improve by 
trying new things. Even if inching around a dark 
room with a flashlight doesn’t sound like the kind 
of photography you want to do, there’s a lot you 
can learn from the experience. 

Video Tutorials on Light Painting: 

  A short documentary on light painting, using a variety of objects

  Comprehensive steel wool photography tutorial

  Creating light orbs and using custom white balance

  Steel wool light painting, explained

  What happens when steel wool light painting goes wrong

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6kEgd2s9rR8&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LJkBLMhXvcQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HDWcDRup_Ss&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tImh868ZI68&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PQZrdqO95_k&feature=youtu.be
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Panoramas & Spherical Panoramas
Count the number of times you’ve been 
shooting a landscape or cityscape, taken 
as many steps back as possible, and given 
up, muttering to yourself, “My lens just 
isn’t wide enough…” It happens to every 
photographer. There’s never a wide enough 
lens to capture it all—the vastness of the 
world, the expansive horizon. The only way 
to grab it is with a panorama. 

Panoramic shots involve taking multiple 
sequential images and “stitching” them 
together. Take a landscape shot; shift your 
tripod to the left, take another shot; shift 
to the left, take another shot… Repeating 
this process will give you a series of 
photographs that can be stitched together 
to make a super-long shot.   

Today, there are lots of ways to capture 
panoramic shots: most cameras offer 
in-camera modes, and products like 
Photoshop and Lightroom have evolved 
to accommodate this niche section of 
cityscape and landscape photography 
specifically. 

Regardless of how you go about stitching 
your shot together, how you take the initial 
series will be a very similar.
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What you need to shoot panoramas:

  A sturdy tripod, preferably with a ball head;

  A bubble level on the tripod—standard 
levels are useful, but a double-bubble level 
that attaches to your camera’s shoe mount 
is even better;

  A wide-angle lens.

General tips for panoramas

For every shot, you want to ensure your 
settings are the same—switching focus, 
aperture, shutter speed or focal length midway 
through the series can mess up the whole thing. 
Use Manual mode to make sure your settings 
stay consistent, and keep your aperture relatively 
high (high f-stop). A consistent deep depth of 
field matters here. Keep your tripod as level as 
possible. Don’t zoom in or out with your lens. 
Finally, switching to manual focus is a good 
idea, just in case autofocus decides to switch up 
between shots. 

Next, though the natural tendency is to shoot 
panoramas horizontally, it’s actually more useful 
to shoot vertically. This way, even though you’ll 
be taking more shots, you’ll have more room to 
crop the top and bottom of your final image.

Lastly, I’d recommend avoiding in-camera 
stitching. Experimentation is fun, but I find the 
in-camera stitching often makes a mistake, 
making it more difficult to process the image 
after the fact. If you’re inclined to try it anyway, 
insure yourself by taking a series or two as well. 

Types of panoramas

There are two types of panoramas: partial 
panoramas and 360-degree panoramas. 
Partials are more common: you’ll see them 
for sale in galleries, or hung up on walls in art 
houses or businesses. They’re super-wide 
landscape shots. Often they’re composites of a 
few images, between 5 and 10, that grant a 120- 
or even 180-degree viewpoint of a scenario.   

But the types of shots that attract more views 
online, in my experience, are 360-degree 
panoramas—the result looks like a sphere of 
universe curled up into itself. They’re a little more 
complicated to pull off, especially if you want 
lots of detail, and often require more than 10 
shots to cohere. But they’re a good deal of fun: 
they distort our reality, yet not entirely; they show 
us a view of our world we would never otherwise 
be able to see.

How to shoot a partial panorama

First, consider your final composition. Too many 
photographers forget this part: rather than just 
snapping shots for the sake of a stitch, it’s better 
to have a clear idea in your mind’s eye of how the 
finished product will look. Consider the rule of thirds 
in a wider sense and use the extra length given to 
leading lines to enhance the scene.  

Once you’ve set up your camera—accounting for 
exposure and aperture as well as composition—take 
your first photo and rotate your tripod rig slightly. 
Then take another photo. Try to overlap your images 
by around 25 percent, so you can stitch them 
together effectively later in post-processing. If you’re 
using a very wide-angle lens, overlap by 40 percent 
to be safe. After taking enough shots, you’ll learn 
what amount of crossover works best with your 
lens. Continue shooting until you capture the whole 
landscape or skyline. As I said before, anything 
between 120 and 180 degrees is common.

If you continue shooting like this until you’ve 
reached a full circle, you’ll wind up with a 
360-degree panorama. They usually look a little 
funny—a bit warped, depending on how well 
they’re stitched together—but can make for terrific 
landscape shots, especially from the tops of 
mountains. 

Panorama II, London by Davide D’Amico.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00005QFAF/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B00005QFAF&linkCode=as2&tag=pictuphototip-20&linkId=UK23QYEOXMLJTYCM
https://www.flickr.com/photos/davidedamico/14626177248
https://www.flickr.com/photos/davidedamico/
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How to shoot spherical panoramas. 

With spherical panoramas, it’s more about capturing everything—and 
I mean everything—rather than accuracy. I’ve found that a tripod can 
actually hinder my chances here, and that I can work faster without one—
although you’ve got to have an eye for accuracy on your own, which a 
tripod does help immensely with. 

With or without a tripod, you want to capture everything you can see in 
however many shots are necessary. How long this takes will depend on 
your lens: fisheye lenses can capture 180 degrees in a single shot, and so 
can technically grab everything you need in four quick shots, similar to a 
360-degree panorama. 

Without a fisheye, though, you’ll need to incorporate not just 360 degrees 
of panorama, but also vertical shots from your feet to the sky. Think of it 
like peeling an orange in slices, starting at the bottom; peel one strip from 
top to bottom, then rotate slightly and start again. Once you’ve “peeled” 
the whole world around you, you’re set.   

Beware the parallax

Before we get into post-production, a quick word on parallax—a daunting-
sounding sciency word that’s really much easier to work around that you 
think.

First, what is parallax? It’s the visual phenomenon that happens when 
stitched-together panoramas don’t quite fit. Parallax is the cause of 
“ghosting,” when objects in a panorama transparently half-appear but don’t 
really, or when stitches appear blurry in a final product. In short, it’s the 
byproduct of tilting a lens without moving it appropriately enough to create 
a fluid panoramic shot.  

You can see the effects for yourself. Close one and hold a finger in front 
of your face, but focus your eye on something behind it. Now rotate your 
head left and right. Notice how it seems your finger is moving? It isn’t, of 
course—but your angle of perception is. That’s because your point of view 
is no longer perfectly centered—it’s slightly askew. 

There are ways around this, of course. The trick is to find the “no-parallax 
point” of a lens, also sometimes known as the “nodal point.” When the 
camera is far from physical objects—if your landscape is entirely in the 
distance, say, as in the top of a mountain—then parallax isn’t as much of 
an issue. Sometimes it’s completely avoided, since the nodal point and the 
rotation point don’t cause much discrepancy. 

Another way around the parallax effect is with a wide-angle lens for much 
the same reason. Because they make everything seem far away, they 
effectively replicate the distance effect that works when the camera is far 
from its panoramic subject—presuming there are no foreground objects to 
muck up the shot, of course.   

But the easiest way is, without question, using a panoramic tripod head. 
This repositions your camera as you swivel, so that you dodge the nodal 
point of the lens. If the investment in new gear doesn’t seem worth it to 
you, then you’re going to have to work around the problem manually.  

Bladerunners’ City by Masakazu Matsumoto.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/vitroids/5537484306
https://www.flickr.com/photos/vitroids/
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Software for post-processing 
panoramas

The most commonly used software on the market 
is Photoshop, but there are numerous plugins 
that are made specifically for helping to stitch 
together panoramic shots; among them, Flexify 
2 is probably the most popular. If you don’t have 
Photoshop, there are a number of free and open-
source image editors on the market, like GIMP 
(with a plugin called Pandora) and Hugin. PTGui 
is also a quality product for producing 360-degree 
and spherical panoramas with ease, but it will 
cost in the low three-digit range to buy. 

Finally—let’s make your panorama

By now I’ll assume you’ve snapped all your shots, 
downloaded the requisite software and avoided 
the necessary parallax woes. It’s time for the real 
hard work: stitching together your panorama in 
post-processing. 

The possibilities of panoramic post-processing 
are limitless. If this is your first go at it, you’ll 
likely want to try a number of paths to see the 
differences before settling on whichever style you 
like best. Most of this will likely require Adobe 
Lightroom or Photoshop—the Photomerge 
Panorama tool in Photoshop is one of the most 
useful for combining multiple images into a single 
continuous one—whether the shots are horizontal 
or vertical. This is a reasonably accurate tool, 
assuming your shots can gel together. To make 
it work, just open your photos in Lightroom, then 
select them in “Library” view. Then go to the 
photo menu at the top and click “Photo,” scroll 
down to “Edit In,” then hit “Merge to Panorama in 
Photoshop.” It should look like this:
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The layout options might seem confusing, so we’ll break them down here. 

  Auto means Photoshop itself analyzes the source images to figure out 
how the final panorama will look best: either a perspective or cylindrical 
layout. If “perspective” and “cylindrical” confuse you, keep reading. 

  Perspective creates a panoramic composition by assuming the 
middle image—e.g. number three of five—is the one with the correct 
perspective. It then transforms the other images by repositioning, 
stretching or skewing them in order to match the overlapping layers.

  Cylindrical reduces the “bowtie” distortion that sometimes happens with 
the Perspective option. It displays individual images as if they’re on an 
unfolded cylinder. Overlapping content is still matched, and the middle 
image is still the reference point at the center. This option is better for 
wider panoramas.

Then choose which layout option you want to try:   Spherical aligns and transforms your images as if they were wallpapered 
on the inside of a sphere. This is how you’d make 360-degree 
panoramas, but could also be used for nice panoramic results with other 
file sets.

  Collage matches overlapping content, while rotating or scaling the 
source layers. A little more scattershot than the others, which use the 
middle image as a commanding reference point.

  Reposition aligns the layers and matches overlapping content, but does 
not transform any of the source images by stretching or skewing.

  Interactive Layout is effectively a manual mode, good for opening the 
source images in a dialog box and positioning them yourself.

There are other settings, too, of course, that are more niche and complex. 
You can use Blend Images Together to, well, blend your images 
together—this option finds the most fitting borders and smooths out their 
colors and lines. Turn this setting off, and a harsh rectangular blend is 
used. You might prefer this if you want to retouch your blending masks 
manually, but novices may appreciate the auto mode. 

Vignette Removal is a useful tool for dealing with uneven exposures in a 
single image. This setting will remove and compensate for darker edges 
(often caused by lens flaws or improper lens shading). 

Lastly, if you have any major distortion—barrel, pincushion or fisheye—you 
can turn on Geometric Distortion Correction to put everything in its right 
perspective.  

In general, I’ve found the auto options in Photomerge to work fairly well. 
But if they ever don’t produce the outcome you want, use the Interactive 
Layout option and do it yourself. You can use the Photomerge dialogue 
box to manually rearrange source images and perform touch-ups on 
distortion and blending.
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How to make tiny planet panoramas

I’m sure you’ve wondered about those imploding little balls of landscape—tiny planets, spherical panoramas, however you want to call them. They seem 
like a neat trick, and get a lot of hits online because of their innovation, bright colors and creative perspective on the world. 

While it’s common to start with a full 360-degree panorama, that’s actually not necessary. The technique works best simply when the ends of the 
panorama—the seams—blend together. This is obviously easiest with a 360-degree span, but it’s not strictly necessary. With a consistent sky, almost any 
landscape panorama can be spherified just as well. And it’s much easier than you think.  

For this walkthrough, I’m going to use this image I took from The Bund in Shanghai. Feel free to download it from Flickr and follow along, or else use one 
of your own.

2.  Make the image a perfect square. Find “Image” on the top banner, then 
select “Image Size” and adjust the height so it’s the same as the width. 
(You might have to deselect the “Constrain Proportions” option so you 
can adjust the height independently of the width.)

1. Open your image in Photoshop.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/picturecorrect/10313948605/
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You might notice some squishing. That’s okay—it’s all part of the process.

3.  Now flip the image. Under the “Image” option, select “Image Rotation” 
and rotate it 180 degrees. Conversely, you can select “Flip Canvas 
Vertical” under the same tab.

4.  Apply a Polar Coordinates Distortion filter, under the “Distort” section of 
the “Filter” option. Make sure to select “Rectangular to Polar.”

5.  That’s about it! As a final touch, you can crop it or use the clone stamp 
tool to remove seams or blemishes in the corners of the sky.

Keep in mind that if you don’t flip the image (Step 3), then when you apply 
your distorting filter, you’ll find the opposite result—your land will stretch 
around the outside of a circle of sky in the middle. That can also be a very 
cool photograph, if you’ve got a consistent image with a tall tree or pointed 
figure sticking out in the middle, breaking the perfect horizon on its own. 
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Combine your tricks:  
Make a HDR panorama

Want to take your panorama skills to the next 
level? Try taking bracketed shots of each 
panoramic section. Convert each individual 
section into an HDR image by using the 
techniques we went through last chapter, and 
then merge those together in Photoshop. 

You can also use Lightroom presets on each 
panorama section before aligning them with 
Photoshop. That’s a good idea if you’re trying 
to improve your results with a quick catch-all 
approach. 

Beyond the basics

For other types of panoramic processing,  
check out a popular Photoshop plugin called 
Flexify 2. Just as panorama processing 
variations are virtually endless, so too are the 
outputs of this plugin, many of which involves 
barely pronounceable words. Here are just a few:

 Mirror ball  Polar

 Half-polar  Orthographic

 Tetrahedron  Cube

 Octahedron  Dodecahedron

 Icosahedron  Sinusoidal

 Rectilinear  Hyperbolic

 Stereographic  Cylindrical

 Pinwheel  Quasar

Looking for visual tutorials on 
panoramas?

Check out these great videos on YouTube,  
which I found pretty helpful when starting out:

 How to Photograph a Panorama

  The Keys to Panoramic Photographs and  
HDR Panoramas

 Finding the No Parallax Point

  How to shoot a 360 Degree Spherical 
Panorama in 90 seconds (using a fisheye 
lens)

  How to Make 360 Degree Tiny Planet 
Panoramas in Photoshop

Panorama of Down Town Manhattan by Neo_II.

http://www.flamingpear.com/flexify.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WoQNL-VsvJA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eJonkmOousA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eJonkmOousA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UzWbGM8AU8s&feature=youtu.be
http://How to shoot a 360 Degree Spherical Panorama in 90 seconds (using a fisheye lens)
http://How to shoot a 360 Degree Spherical Panorama in 90 seconds (using a fisheye lens)
http://How to shoot a 360 Degree Spherical Panorama in 90 seconds (using a fisheye lens)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q_GvblGsqo4&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q_GvblGsqo4&feature=youtu.be
https://www.flickr.com/photos/neo_ii/7483021056
https://www.flickr.com/photos/neo_ii/


Levitating subject(s)
Photography is stillness. We can try to capture motion, but a 
photograph will inevitably be an unmoving moment, a single 
fraction of a second. Few photography tricks play to the beauty 
of that stillness like levitation. 

Levitating someone on-camera is among the most eye-
catching—and mind-bending—photographic tricks around. 
Imagine seeing someone floating gracefully in mid-air, 
surrounded by a lush natural landscape. It’s a really beautiful 
moment that any landscape photographer with a surrealist eye 
has surely tried at some point. 

We all float on

There are two common techniques for making someone appear like 
they’re levitating: the natural way and the post-production way. 

The natural way means you need to find a calm, acrobatic and talented 
jumper—someone to literally jump in mid air, but not look like they’re 
jumping while they’re doing it. This requires extreme precision and 
patience to catch exactly the right moment and illustrate an emotional 
state of mind at the same time. Much easier said than done: have you 
ever tried jumping casually? It’s a bit of an oxymoron. 

The post-production way requires a prop to stand on, like a stool or 
a chair. The person can stand on the stool and, using the clone stamp 
tool, you can remove the object after the fact and replace it with your 
background. In landscape scenarios, this can be as easy as setting a 
stool on the beach, and then disappearing it among the sand. If you’re 
going to attempt this, make it easy on yourself at first—no need to try to 
match the background of a complex cityscape.   
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Levitating tips

Whether you’re forcing a model to jump up and 
down repeatedly or trying to perfect their tip-
toeing on a stool, there are some very handy tips 
for levitating subjects in landscape or cityscape 
photography.

  Quick shutter speeds are a must. Your subject 
can’t be blurred from motion at all, or else it 
spoils the whole illusion. 

  Consider using props to fill in the scene. 
Nothing says “magical floating” quite like 
holding an umbrella in mid-air. 

  If you’re post-processing the illusion, be sure 
to shoot in overcast weather. Clone stamping 
away the stool or chair becomes much 
easier when you don’t have to contend with 
shadows.  

  Also for post-processing: always take 
variations on the same shot. You’ll need at 
least one of the scene without the subject; 
one of the subject standing on the platform; 
perhaps one of the subject on the platform 
with his or her hair lifted up, as if they were 
standing in zero-gravity; and maybe a few of 
various items of clothing (if appropriate) being 
lifted up for similar effects. Getting all these 
shots in advance makes it much easier to 
accomplish the final effect. You can do this by 
combining the best attributes of each photo, 
similar to the way we process HDR.

Examine the pros

The international queen of levitation  
photography is arguably Natsumi Hayashi,  
a Japanese photographer who’s made a career 
out of shooting herself in mid-air. Her technique 
is seemingly simple, but arduous to nail down: 
she is a graceful jumper, and uses a self-timer 
to snap several shots while she’s in the air. It 
sometimes takes her up to 200 tries to manifest 
the image in her mind. 

If you want to read an interesting article wherein 
some of the best levitation photographers share 
their setups, check out this one on Fstoppers: 
“Secrets of the Best Levitation Photos 
Shared.”

Lastly, here’s an interesting YouTube video 
walking viewers through a levitation photo 
shoot, including a glimpse at the post-
processing techniques.

http://yowayowacamera.com/
https://fstoppers.com/bts/secrets-best-levitation-shots-shared-8027
https://fstoppers.com/bts/secrets-best-levitation-shots-shared-8027
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q79GcFSwIAk&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q79GcFSwIAk&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q79GcFSwIAk&feature=youtu.be
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Long exposures during the day
Take a shot of a river. On a clear day, you can probably see the water surging through, one droplet at a time; the clouds flat against the 
sky; and any little bugs or birds flying through the frame. This is not necessarily a bad way to shoot a river landscape, but it’s not the way 
most professionals do it.

To create a sense of flow and power in the river, most professionals would leave the shutter open for longer than usual. But there’s a 
problem: by leaving the shutter open longer, you’re exposing the camera to way more light. On a sunny day, over-exposure is inevitable.

That is, unless you have a neutral density filter—or ND filter, for short. 

What’s an ND filter?

An ND filter is basically a pair of sunglasses for 
your camera. They allow less light to reach the 
camera’s sensor without really changing the 
lighting or color, so you can leave your shutter 
open longer without worrying about over-
exposure. 

ND filters can be either screwed onto the front of 
a lens, or else slotted on (if you have an adapter 
and a holder, which are less common). They’re 
made of either glass or polyester, with glass 
being the better (and relatively pricier) option. 

How an ND filter works – sort of like your lens is wearing sunglasses, blocks light from reaching the sensor allowing you to reach longer  
shutter speeds.
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Why use an ND filter?

There are loads of different shots you can take with an ND filter, both in 
cities and landscapes. In either case, the main reason people use long 
exposures is to create a sense of movement. 

Consider a crowd of people moving through a busy street market. A long 
exposure can create ghostlike creatures out of human bodies. If there’s a 
solid standing centerpiece—a person standing still, a statue or a crowded 
building—then the effect is doubly impressive. 

This works well on cars, also. Usually streaking headlights only appear at 
night, but with an ND filter you can create long streams of cruising metal 
during daytime hours as well. 

In landscapes, water and clouds are the most common reasons to pop 
on an ND filter. These natural movements look somehow static when 
captured with a normal shutter speed. Longer ones can turn spotty rivers 
into flowing torrents, and a few clouds into a haze of whiteness. 

In any case, ND filters and long exposures tend to add depth and texture 
to otherwise flat shots. A filter is a one-time investment, and one which 
every pro photographer should make. 

ND filters: variable vs. fixed

There are two types of ND filters on the market: variable filters and fixed 
ones. Fixed filters come with a set degree of dark stops, which are ideal  
if you can understand the lighting situation you’re in.

The biggest benefit to fixed filters is that they’re more precise and of a 
higher quality. The problems, though, are twofold: firstly, even though  
you can layer them atop of one another, that gets pretty expensive.  
The second problem is the time it takes to do that.

Variable filters can simply be adjusted to fit a range of lighting conditions. 
They take a slight hit in terms of image quality depending on the lens,  
but the benefits even it out: they’re much faster to work with and lighter  
to carry around. Ultimately, it’s your call. 

Without nd, 1/400 sec

With nd, 1 full second shutter speed. The filter used here was a Tiffen 77mm Variable ND Filter.
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Still subjects during long exposures
At the end of my chapter on shooting 
motion from pedestrians, I mentioned a 
common type of very poetic shot: a single 
person standing still among a crowd. 
Homeless people, human statues or 
individuals sitting on park benches make 
ideal subjects for this type of shot; they 
seem ignored by a world that’s passing 
them by.

Well, now we’re going to talk about how 
to do just that—as well as riff off that idea 
to brainstorm other types of shots that 
involve still subjects in front of moving 
backgrounds. 

The background, of course, doesn’t have 
to be made of moving people. There’s no 
shortage of movement in cityscapes, or 
even landscapes: you can shoot a subject 
standing in front of a moving waterfall, 
zipping traffic or any kind of special event, 
like a parade. Creativity is key here: the 
more of these shots you take, the more 
perceptive your eye will become for what 
could work as a potential long-exposure 
shot. 

The reason these shots work so well, 
to harken back even further, is because 
they look interesting. Let’s recall the 
early chapters of this book, wherein we 
established what makes an interesting 

shot—remember contrast and texture? 
They’re the two key elements we see 
in this type of photography. We’re 
contrasting stillness with motion, and 
using that motion to blur out a wonderful 
background texture against the sharpness 

f/14, 6 seconds, ISO 160, 24mm, for this shot I asked my friend to try to stand as still as he possibly could on that square where the lines 
intersected. There is so much activity and movement at this place, Shibuya Crossing, that this was the result. 3 shot bracketed exposure, used 
exposure blending to combine the best attributes of each. The “portrait in the city” Lightroom preset was applied to each of these.

of a foreground subject. Add some 
interesting composition and maybe a few 
leading lines, and you’ve got all the basic 
tenets of photographic law. This isn’t 
groundbreaking stuff—it’s Photography 
101, just with a twist. 
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Still starting, starting still

This photographic trick is extremely easy to 
prepare for. Beyond the scenario itself (a willing 
model, a moving background), all you need 
is a tripod to get started. At night this comes 
particularly easily, because long shutter speeds 
come naturally; however, as we discussed in the 
previous chapter, you can also set it up during 
the daytime with an ND filter blocking out the 
light.

You can set your exposure/shutter speed to any 
pretty much anything longer than 1 second and 
the technique will work. As you can see in the 
example photo here, shutter speeds between 

1-5 seconds produce blurred individuals with 
that are still somewhat defined. Shutter speeds 
between 5-10 seconds produce less defined 
streams of blurred masses. Both can work well, 
it just depends how you want your final result 
to look. Some of my best images including the 
example provided in this chapter have come 
from combining multiple bracketed exposures 
implementing a range of shutter speeds. As with 
HDR and numerous other techniques mentioned 
in this book, exposure bracketing is extremely 
useful for balancing out variances in bright lights 
and darkness - and in this case amounts of blur. 

And if you’re shooting yourself—especially in 
a cityscape selfie scenario—feel free to ignore 
everyone stopping and looking at you strangely. 
Confidence is a great deterrent against 
onlookers, and they’re likely to shrug and move 
on. Besides, the longer your set shutter speed, 
the less likely any gawkers will visibly show up in 
your shot. (And besides, even if they do, it might 
look kind of cool.)

4 seconds 2 seconds 8 seconds

Here are the bracketed shots so you can see the shutter speed results:
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Tricks for when you don’t have a tripod
I admit, a lot of the tricks we’ve talked about up until this point have relied on long exposures. And while I’ve dealt with ways to 
survive scenarios where tripods aren’t allowed in an earlier chapter, I can’t stress enough how important it is, and how doable certain 
photo tricks are regardless of whether or not you have a tripod handy. The point I want to drive home is to get you thinking like a 
photographer—think creatively and resourcefully, regardless of the situation. 

f/16, 1.6 seconds (set on a newstand), ISO 125, 16mm, Causeway Bay in Hong Kong.
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Tripods, tripods everywhere!

Look for objects you can use as tripods in a 
pinch. Cities are filled with these things. Try,  
for example, setting your camera down on...

  Mailboxes

  Fire hydrants

  Fences

  Walls

  Curbs

  Benches

  Rocks

  Thick hedges

  Railings

  Parked cars

  Tabletops

Most of these can be found pretty frequently 
around a city. Nothing available? Then MacGyver 
your own tripod with some makeshift materials. 
Try using… 

  Rolled-up jackets or shirts

  Stacks of books

  Backpacks or luggage

  Shoes

  Camera bags

A new perspective

Even setting your camera down on the 
ground can produce interesting long exposure 
results combined with a unique perspective. 
Sometimes, these shots become our most 
interesting ones, precisely because of how 
unexpected they are.  

For most of these you’ll need to set your 
self-timer on anywhere between two and 10 
seconds. if you’re setting your camera up on a 
makeshift tripod that’s so high or low that you 
can’t see the viewfinder, keep in mind the basic 
rules of blind shooting: switch to manual focus, 
focus on your subject in advance and zoom in 
beforehand using live view to ensure a crisp 
shot, set your camera down and then leave it 
alone. By using manual focus, you’re ensuring 
that autofocus won’t screw anything up when 
you press the shutter button. 

Tri-possibilities

Of course, if you want tripod options that aren’t 
tripods, don’t want to muck up your sweater, 
don’t trust stacks of books and have a bit of 
cash to spare, there are a few great low-key 
alternatives to tripods on the market.  

  Pocket Pod – a bean bag system that’s ideal 
for SLRs that need lenses propped up.  

  Pocket Pod XL – a larger version of the 
Pocket Pod.

  GorillaPod – a mini-tripod with movable 
legs—ideal for uneven surfaces.

  The Pod – a bean bag deal with a tripod 
head-sized screw top.

  Pillow Pod – which is, for all intents and 
purposes, an SLR-sized bean bag.

The Pocket Pod tripod substitute.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B001704AOO/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B001704AOO&linkCode=as2&tag=pictuphototip-20&linkId=QYRZ76YR7ZPZJQZV
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B004DP33IY/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B004DP33IY&linkCode=as2&tag=pictuphototip-20&linkId=6B7GCPENTXAYY4AD
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B002FGTWOC/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B002FGTWOC&linkCode=as2&tag=pictuphototip-20&linkId=4H57COXLNDZZX2LE
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B001QOGVQQ/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B001QOGVQQ&linkCode=as2&tag=pictuphototip-20&linkId=GN7R4QYJXXFN3POL
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0002ER322/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B0002ER322&linkCode=as2&tag=pictuphototip-20&linkId=SUPBYS64INRRH2GZ
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B001704AOO/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B001704AOO&linkCode=as2&tag=pictuphototip-20&linkId=GPOIQXEM7GHI6MJA
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Swapping out a Sky
Sometimes you might capture a landscape/cityscape with an amazing foreground, but the sky in the background is bland and boring. 
It might be a good candidate for a sky replacement! As we talked about earlier in the book, cloudy or stormy skies can be much 
more dramatic then solid blue skies. So if you see a great sky, take a few extra photos, you might be able to use them later as a sky 
replacement as we will show you how to do here.

1.  In this example, I took this shot of an interesting and strange building up 
in the mountains. The grass, building, and mountains are all fantastic, 
but the sky is solid blue without a cloud in the sky and doesn’t add much 
interest.

2.  So I went through my other photos from the same trip looking for a good 
sky candidate and settled on this one:
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3.  Now I open those two photos as layers in Photoshop. Using Lightroom 
you can do this in the Photo menu at the top and click Edit in > Open as 
Layers in Photoshop. You can also do this using Adobe Bridge. Once in 
Photoshop I recommend putting the primary photo as the top layer. Then 
add a layer mask to the primary photo.

4.  With the layer mask selected, use the Quick Selection Tool to select the 
sky. The tool should select it easily if it is solid blue.
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5.  Then, with the layer mask still selected, switch to the Paint Bucket 
Tool, make sure the color you are using is black, and bucket the whole 
selected sky Black. This will tell the layer mask to let the bottom layer 
show through so you should see your new sky now.

6.  And that’s it! So here you can see the preliminary result.

7.  Final Result: And here I took it back into Lightroom and applied the 
“Just Right” Lightroom preset to improve Color/Contrast a bit.
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Star Trails 
at Night
Have you ever looked up at the stars and 
stood in awe of how minuscule humanity 
seems? Seen the billion-year-old beauties 
glimmering from light-years away? Almost 
every landscape photographer has, as 
well—and the challenge of capturing that 
awesomeness is among the greatest in the 
field of photography. 

Capturing star trails demands patience, 
skill and a number of techniques we’ve 
used before in this book. But the payoff is 
worthwhile: star trail photography actually 
captures the full rotation of Earth in relation 
to the stars above. The results are almost 
always amazing and baffling: streams of 
starlight cascading curvaceously across 
the night sky, the length of the streaks 
dependant on how patient you were during 
your outing. 

But there’s more to it than just that, of 
course. 

The right light

Lighting is arguably the most important part of a 
starry photoshoot. You’ll need to find a location 
far away from cities or light pollution, which 
obscure our views of the stars and brighten 
up the sky with our millions of streetlamps and 
apartment lights. (The Light Pollution Science 
and Technology Institute has some helpful 
maps here that show you where you can travel 
to in order to escape light pollution.)

But even if you find a remote area, you’ll need 
nature’s help, too. Moonless nights are best, 
so the light from the big glowing orb doesn’t 
interfere with your delicate long exposures. 
Cloudless nights are a given—clouds would mug 
up the whole scene.  

Another good tip for starting out is to try and 
spot the north star, Polaris. All the stars will 
circle around it, so its position will give you some 
idea of the curvature of the stars themselves. 
If Polaris isn’t visible from your vantage point, 
don’t fret: the stars will seem to travel across 
your scene in a partial circle nevertheless. This is 
also the case with the South Celestial Pole.

Framing that matters

It might be difficult in the pitch-blackness (which 
is why knowing your scenario beforehand is 
useful), but finding an interesting foreground 
that will work with long exposures is a great and 
often surprising addition to star trail photography. 
Mountain ranges or old buildings (no lights, 
obviously) work well to occupy the third of your 
composition, which still saves you plenty of sky.

http://www.lightpollution.it/worldatlas/pages/fig2.htm
http://www.lightpollution.it/worldatlas/pages/fig2.htm
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A few notes on camera setup

  This is imperative: your camera must be 
absolutely still. We’re not just talking about 
long exposures—we’re talking about two 
hours of stillness in sequences of 30-second 
exposures. Position it firmly, and weight it down 
if possible, so the wind won’t move it at all.

  Use manual focus, and focus to infinity (in 
most situations). That said, sometimes I find 
it’s better to use Live View to manually focus 
on a bright star.

  Turn off image stabilization—since we’re using 
a tripod with long exposures, we want as little 
mechanical movement as possible. 

  Turn off in-camera noise reduction if 
applicable to your camera.

  This goes for every shoot, but is especially 
important on these long hauls: make sure your 
battery is charged and that you have a spare. 
Not only is star trail photography especially 
good at draining batteries, but many 
professionals will shoot the same long 
exposure shots until their batteries die. Make 
that time last. 

  This tip is optional: consider shooting in JPEG 
instead of RAW. I only suggest it because of 
how many images you’ll be shooting—smaller 
file sizes work in your favor, and the StarStaX 
processing software (which we’ll discuss 
soon) doesn’t support RAW files. Of course, 
you can always export JPEGs from Lightroom 
fairly effortlessly. 

  Depending on the weather and time of year, 
some professionals will invest in dew caps to 
prevent dew from forming on their lenses. 

The method behind the starriness

There are two prominent methods for capturing 
star trails. The first and most common method 
involves capturing lots of sequential images 
using an intervalometer. These tend to be 
30-second exposures, one after another, over 
the course of one or two hours. (You can do 
more, but one or two should be sufficient; the 
longer you shoot, the longer your star trails will 
be.) Once you’re done, you can go home and 
stack them all together in post-processing.

But there is another—and riskier—way. You can, 
if you want, shoot one very long exposure—
approximately one hour is recommended—and 
this will show some decent star movement 
in and of itself. The biggest drawback here is 
the obvious risk involved—what if the camera 
moved a bit and you didn’t notice? You may find 
your “all-eggs-in-one-basket” approach yields 
nothing more than an hour-long cracked egg. 

For that reason, I recommend stacking your 
images in post-processing. We’ll start with a 
guide to that method before delving into the 
single-exposure one. 

“It’s 53 images, 30s a piece. My intervalometer timed out half way through (You can see the break in the trails) and I had 30 more but the 
temperature dropped significantly and I had a ton of condensation on the lens so they were no good!” Little Hawk Lake by Dave Doe.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/92414546@N04/14693544897/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/92414546@N04/
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Method one: Stargazing in spurts

Before we get started, know that owning 
an intervalometer will make this process 
considerably easier. It’s a handy automating tool 
that runs on its own, so you don’t need to waste 
time every 30 seconds resetting your exposures. 

Once you’re in position, you should begin by 
switching over to your camera’s manual mode. 
Use a wide-open aperture, the lowest f-stop 

“This was my second attempt at doing star trails. The photo consists of 108 photos all consisting of 30 second exposures.” f/5, ISO 200, 17mm. 
80/365 Star Trails by Mike Poresky.

possible; in this case, scarce light trumps our 
desire to have a deep depth of field, and a 
wide aperture lets in as much light as possible 
from the slim amount of starlight available. 
Unfortunately, lens quality matters here, too: 
expensive lenses capable of low f-stops will 
visibly outperform lenses that don’t drop below 
f/3.5. The wider your aperture, the brighter your 
stars will shine. 

Shutter speed we’ve discussed—30 seconds 
should do it. And don’t worry about white 
balance; any fixed setting is fine, such as 
daylight or shade. (Just try to avoid auto white 
balance, which may result in color variations 
between exposures.)

A more complicated setting is the ISO. Obviously 
higher is better, as this lets in more light and may 
reveal fainter stars, but a too-high ISO can also 
bring about more noise. I’d recommend testing 
out a shot with ISO 1000: if your sky still looks 
dim, keep increasing the ISO until you have a 
shot full of stars. Hopefully you won’t need to 
delve into too noisy territory to find that spot. 

With the settings taken care of, set your 
intervalometer to continuous shooting and kick 
off the sequence. Let it run its course, snapping 
30-second exposures for anywhere from 30 
minutes to two hours. One hour is a good first 
goal, as this will usually deliver a dramatic 
enough image with long, overlapping trails. 

A quick (and advanced) technical note: Some 
true (and truly dedicated) professionals 
sometimes won’t use an intervalometer. This is 
because sensor heat can be an issue with this 
method of photography, and by avoiding the 
intervalometer they can give the sensor some 
time to cool down between shots. The hotter the 
sensor gets, the noisier your exposures will be. 
But be aware that this level of dedication can get 
extremely tedious. Also, longer waits between 
shots can create larger gaps in your star trails.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/mikeporesky/5307929827
https://www.flickr.com/photos/mikeporesky/
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Method number two: The longest 
exposure you’ll ever take

Here is the aforementioned riskier of the two 
methods: the single, hour-long exposure. For 
this technique to work, it is even more critical 
that you have an absolutely clear sky with no 
moon visible and no big/thick clouds passing by. 

Similar to the previous technique, a high-quality 
and fast lens—preferably one that can achieve 
around f/2.8—will boost your results here. Start, 
if you can, with your lowest f-stop, and only 
raise it if you feel you need to balance out a 
longer shutter speed. We’ll also reverse our ISO 
methodology down to 100 now, since the long 
shutter will handle the light factor. 

As for the shutter speed itself, it’s something of 
a matter of trial and error. Different scenarios 
will be affected by different lighting situations 
and how remote your location is. This could 
mean anything from 30 minutes to three hours. 
Experienced photographers will sometimes take 
a few test shots, substituting long exposures 
with a very high ISO to try and make an 
educated guess as to how long their shutter 
speed should be. If the test shot is perfectly 
bright when set at the highest ISO and a 
30-second exposure, then a similar result might 
be accomplished with a one-hour exposure and 
the lowest-possible ISO.

Once those settings are done, program your 
intervalometer for the desired shutter speed 
length, anything from 15 minutes to an hour. 
You’re done for now—come back when it’s 
finished and see how it turned out. 

Starry software

There are a few software options when it comes 
to stacking or compiling star trail shots together. 
Here are the most common:

  StarStaX   ImageStacker
  DeepSkyStacker   Startrails.de
  Star Tracer

My preferred software is StarStaX (you can 
download it here), and so even though all of them 
work similarly, I’m going to use StarStaX for this 
walkthrough. What these programs do is blend 
your series of star trail shots into a single image 
using any number of blending modes and options.

The program itself is fairly straightforward: 
simply drag and drop your photos into the 
lefthand column, select an output folder and 
click “Start Processing”. That’s it. The program 
will merge your sequence together, even filling 

in the gaps between star trails (if you did the 
30-second on-repeat version, such little spots 
may occur) if you use the “Gap Filling” option. 

Also keep in mind that, in some situations, you 
can use this starry trail sky to swap out a night 
sky using the technique we discussed in the 
previous chapter.

Watch it yourself

Curious to see star trail photography in action? 
These YouTube videos offer a solid glimpse into 
the technique. 

  Star Trails Photography Tutorial
  How to Make a Star Trail (Beginning to End)
  Image Stacking Demonstration with 

StarStaX

Single exposure technique. f/5.6, 2471 seconds, ISO 100, 14mm. Star Trails & ISS by Jonas Wagner.

http://www.markus-enzweiler.de/StarStaX/StarStaX.html
http://www.tawbaware.com/imgstack.htm
http://deepskystacker.free.fr/english/index.html
http://startrails.de/html/software.html
http://www.tawbaware.com/startracer.htm
http://www.markus-enzweiler.de/StarStaX/StarStaX.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V6ypRbPzoPM&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3mri2pbs_PM&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dzhMQm-kO2I&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dzhMQm-kO2I&feature=youtu.be
https://www.flickr.com/photos/80225884@N06/14165634770/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/80225884@N06/
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Upside Down & Forced Perspective
Don’t feel like a bully—forced perspective doesn’t mean you’re forcing anyone into looking at your photo a certain way. Rather, it refers 
to the manipulation of perspective in your shot, whereby you make objects appear closer or farther depending on their placement before 
the camera, and not according to reality. So while you’re not forcing the viewer per se, you’re still tricking them to see exactly what you 
want them to see. Think of it as an optical illusion—a magic trick any photographer can pull off.  

While this trick seems easy sometimes (“Hey, look at me! I’m holding up the Leaning Tower of Pisa!”), that kind of gag can get pretty tired 
pretty quickly. The real trick behind the trick is creativity—show us something truly original.

The viral trick

Don’t discount the power of this genre: using 
forced perspective techniques in landscapes and 
cityscapes can set your work apart dramatically, 
foremost because of its inherent virality. If you 
manage even just one of these types of shots, 
it can do much more for your personal brand 
online than any regular landscape or cityscape 
shot. Clickability and shareability count for a lot 
these days.   

You don’t need to establish yourself as a 
trick photographer, either. Diversifying your 
photographic portfolio can increase your appeal 
without limiting your audience. You just need 
a lucky break. In any business—but especially 
photography—that all boils down to how many 
options you give yourself. 

Upside down? by Matthias.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/mattuschek/5489224435
https://www.flickr.com/photos/mattuschek/
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Turn that town upside-down

Here’s a quick tip: in landscape and cityscape 
photography, an easy and captivating style 
of forced perspective is an upside-down 
composition. These types of photos often get 
widely shared online when done right, because 
they’re still novel without seeming like a novelty; 
the perspective can add meaning to a scene and 
catch one’s attention more easily.

To do these types of shots, all you need, really, is 
a good opportunity: grounds that look like skies 
are great, and city reflections (think bays and 
rivers) work perfectly to achieve this effect. But 
to make it easier on yourself, you may want to 
invest in a tripod that can offer secure upside-
down shots: some poles can be inverted so the 
camera hangs between the legs. To the tripod’s 
credit, it’s actually much easier to balance the 
camera this way without shakiness; on the 
downside, you’ll have to basically lie down on 
the ground to try and see through the viewfinder, 
unless you have a movable display screen. Or 
the easiest method is to take the shot normally 
and then flip it in post-processing.

Keep your eyes open

Above all, the only way to truly navigate through 
optical illusion photography is by keeping your 
eyes open for opportunities. Look for natural and 
manmade mirrors, reflective surfaces, and any 
objects that can be manipulated through the lens. 
This technique isn’t like basic photography—you 
can’t just hike to a pretty mountain and take a 
few snapshots. With this very deliberate style, 
you’ve got to hunt your locations out, keep your 
mind sharp and stay on the lookout.  

Tree in a Puddle by Micolo J.

f/4, 1/640 sec, ISO 100, 24mm, upside down by Thomas Leth-Olsen. f/5, 1/800 sec, ISO 800, 30mm, [39/365] How do you see the world? 
by Sander van der Wel.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/robin1966/15864227007/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/robin1966/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/thomasletholsen/9468398890
https://www.flickr.com/photos/thomasletholsen/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jar0d/5255141089
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jar0d/
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We haven’t talked much about fisheye lenses in this book. 
That’s unfair to the little fellas. While many professional 
photographers might scoff at the mere mention of them, fisheyes 
can be a remarkably innovative tool for capturing weird and wild 
perspectives that many of us rarely get a chance to see.

For those unaware of what a fisheye lens does, you’ve still likely 
seen the effects of one: they are a type of ultra-wide angle lens 
that distorts reality by bending it spherically, creating a panoramic 

or hemispherical result. Fisheyes are great at capturing extremely 
wide shots—panoramic angles, up to 180 degrees—but only at the 
expense of bending the ends of the image up and down into a circle. 

For cameras with a 35mm sensor or film, a typical circular fisheye 
lens might have a focal length of 8mm to 10mm. Full-frame lenses 
have slightly longer focal lengths, usually 15mm to 16mm. This 
makes them super-tight and compact—an easy addition to a set 
of heavier-duty lenses. 

Fisheye lens, 30 seconds, ISO 400. A Couple Stars Were Out Tonight! by Chad Cooper.

Fisheye Landscapes & Cityscapes

https://www.flickr.com/photos/chadcooperphotos/11743366035/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/chadcooperphotos/
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Minimize distortion with this one 
simple trick

If you’re devotedly reading this book in order, 
you might recall that, in an earlier chapter on 
horizon lines, I mentioned that you should rarely 
place your horizon in the center of your image. 
(Rule of thirds, remember?) Well, when it comes 
to fisheye, that’s the trick: ignore that rule. 

When dealing with landscape photos via fisheye 
lenses, placing your horizon in the middle of 
your frame is actually the best way to minimize 
distortion. In some cases, of course, you’ll want 
to emphasize that distortion, but to achieve 
a simple panoramic-style image with as little 
forced manipulation as possible, a central 
horizon line helps to keep the image looking at 
least a little normal. 

If you want to see what I mean, just grab your 
fisheye lens and look through your camera’s 
viewfinder. Tilt your camera up and down: the 
farther the horizon line is from the center, the 
greater the distortion. 

Don’t fight the fisheye

Of course, you may not want to minimize 
distortion—after all, you’re working with a 
fisheye lens for a reason. Distorted images can 
be great eye-catchers, too, especially online, 
where viewers do a double-take while trying to 
figure out what exactly the original image once 
looked like. Our minds tell us that something 
isn’t quite right with the scene, and we spend 
time trying to figure it out. 

The farther the horizon line is from the center of 
the frame, the more curved the earth becomes. 

Play around with this. Especially if there’s 
something above or below the horizon that can 
take up the inside of the circle, curving the frame 
can be a great creative tool for capturing a wide 
visual landscape. 

Long exposures with fisheyes can also be a 
great deal of fun—in a city, zooming headlights 
will turn into blazing highlights running circles 
around your image. Use this movement to your 
advantage, but test out a few angles if it’s your 
first time; experimentation is crucial, which 
includes a few safety shots in case the long 
exposures don’t work out. As with any long 
exposure photography, patience and a sturdy 
tripod are essential; you can refer back to any of 
the chapters that deal with long exposures to get 
a sense of how this might work. 

Horizon placed off-center to maximize fisheye distortion. Fisheye Sunset 2182 by Kain Kalju.

Dive into fish territory  

As I mentioned above, a lot of straightlaced 
photographers may roll their eyes at the 
thought of using a fisheye lens. But aspiring 
photographers depend on new experiences  
to understand the full spectrum of their craft.  
I wouldn’t recommend a fisheye all the time— 
but when it comes to the occasional eye-
catching landscapes and cityscapes, it’s a great 
tool to have.

If you’re wary of buying one (with good reason—
they often cost well over $1,000), try a rental for 
a weekend. Just testing it out can be a lot of fun, 
adding a few variations to your portfolio, and it 
will certainly help open up your mind to a whole 
new world of possibilities.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/kainkalju/5873974669
https://www.flickr.com/photos/kainkalju/


Shallow Depths 
in Landscapes 
& Cityscapes
For most of this book, any time aperture has 
come up, I’ve advised that you go deep. As a 
rule of thumb, a deep depth of field is crucial 
to landscape and cityscape photos—it allows 
you to keep everything tightly in focus, and 
reduces the odds of any part of the image 
being blurred or shunned. 

For just this brief chapter, let’s pretend I never 
said that.

This is either an unconventional trick or 
a full-on, full-time preference for some of 
you. The fact is, shallow shots can still work 
in landscape or cityscape scenarios. You 
just need to frame them differently. Some 
landscape photographers have enjoyed great 
success by incorporating compositions relying 
on shallow depths of field. The only technical 
“trick” is a very wide aperture—a low f-stop—
and a keen eye for this style of photography.  

f/2.8, 1/160, ISO 100, 28mm. House-O-Ivy by Ricardo Camacho.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/65487073@N03/6447087879
https://www.flickr.com/photos/65487073@N03/
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Keep it subtle

These types of shots often work best when you 
focus on a subtle subject in the foreground, and 
blur a visually impressive background. You don’t 
want your backdrop mountain to look like a 
mistake you messed up the f-stop on—you want 
your image to look deliberate. 

Deliberation is the real secret ingredient here. If 
your shot looks sloppy or accidental, the effect 
is ruined. You want to create a particular sense 
of mystery—like you’re offering something to the 
viewer, but not quite giving them what they want. 
Make them stare at your image for longer, and 
they could get absorbed by it.  

If your background image is clear-cut, then 
you’ve got to use your foreground focus for a 
good reason. Don’t arbitrarily focus on a tree in 
front of a waterfall unless that tree is something 
truly special. Even if the background is clear, 
your logic won’t necessarily be.  

Keep it surreal

Sometimes these shots offer a touch of 
surrealism to the shot, which can create an 
affecting ambience. By keeping the audience on 
edge, or somewhat out of the loop—blurring an 
image in the background, or even (if you do it 
right) the foreground—can lead to deeply artistic 
imagery. 

For cityscape photographers especially, knowing 
what types of structures produce what types of 
bokeh is essential to shooting this way. Use that 

higher-end lens and find a brightly lit building at 
night to turn lit-up windows into star-like blurs, 
or transform a background of trees lining a 
street into a foggy forest behind a parking meter. 
We’ll discuss bokeh more in depth, including its 
variations and the best ways to capture it, in the 
next chapter.

As with many of the styles of photography in 
this section of the book, shallow depth of field 
images are not in the traditional style. Nor will 

it likely become your go-to style of shooting. 
But this entire section is about diversification, 
and blending multiple tricks and styles is 
how to get there. Knowing how to optimize 
certain situations is the hallmark of a great 
photographer. 

f/4.5, 1/60 sec, ISO 1000, 22m. Hudafoss, Iceland by Claudia Regina.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/claudiaregina_cc/9369200257
https://www.flickr.com/photos/claudiaregina_cc/
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Bokeh in 
Landscapes 
& Cityscapes
We’re now going to enter a realm 
often dominated by portrait and macro 
photography: beautiful, blurry bokeh. But it 
is also a powerful tool for the shining lights 
of cityscapes.

As a quick recap, bokeh is the composition 
of polygonal shapes out of specks of light 
in the background. Some bokeh is soft 
and round; others are hard and hexagonal. 
The quality of a high-end prime lens is 
often defined by the quality of its bokeh. 
By creating an ambiguous background, 
incorporating patterns and textures into 
your imagery, you’re opening up your 
viewer’s mind to limitless possibilities. 
Audiences tend to appreciate the 
technique, too, because of how great it is 
to see something new, a piece of their city 
ablaze in bokeh.

f/1.8, 1/40 sec, ISO 800, 24mm. 42nd Street by Owen Byrne.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/ojbyrne/6119000933
https://www.flickr.com/photos/ojbyrne/
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Measuring bokeh

Before we delve into the art behind bokeh, 
let’s talk about the math behind it. As a basic 
measurement: distance + light = bokeh. 

We’ll start with distance. As we know, the closer 
your camera is to the subject, the shallower the 
depth of field will be behind the subject. So if 
you’re shooting a street sign in front of a flashy 
billboard, the distance between you and the 
street sign will affect how the backlight appears. 
Taking a few steps forward or backward will 
affect the style of bokeh. 

The next factor is light. Background light can be 
any variety of things: sunlight breaking through 
tree branches, passing cars’ headlights, high 
rise reflections in rivers. The light source doesn’t 
need to be direct in order to create bokeh; it can 
come from virtually anywhere.

Bokeh through the lens

Lens quality is a major factor in bokeh. To best 
achieve this effect, you’ll need a high-quality 
lens capable of very low f-stops—f/1.4 or lower. 
Some lenses that specialize in wide aperture 
ranges even allow you to adjust your bokeh 
style: extremely wide apertures produce softer 
bokeh, and narrow apertures define the bokeh a 
bit firmer. 

But it bears mentioning that expensive lenses 
capable of high f-stops aren’t essential here. 
Great results can be achieved with more 
common lenses, depending on how you set up 
your shot, and how far you distance your subject 
from both yourself and the background.

Artistic possibilities

Bokeh depends on much more than this, of 
course. Shapes, colors and textures affect it just 
as much. Cityscape bokeh is a great example—
the combination of yellows, blues and reds 
that invariably appear at night make the perfect 
backdrop for a romanticized view of city streets. 
Matching gentle bokeh in the background with 
a richly textured foreground is an excellent 
combination of soft and rough; getting creative 
with low angles (think sewer grates or cracked 
sidewalks) can open up possibilities also. 

The next chapter will deal with another aspect of 
creative bokeh: controlling the shapes artificially, 
with a surprising arts-and-crafts project. 

You can see how street lights turn to bokeh when blurred, Navigli by Alessia Damone.

Small details by Asparukh Akanayev.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/timetoewill/8614359294
https://www.flickr.com/photos/timetoewill/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/aakanayev/9214755049
https://www.flickr.com/photos/aakanayev/
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Shaped Bokeh
Want to see a real trick? Unlike some of the in-camera distortions we’ve dealt with so far—forced perspective, star trails, long 
exposures—this next one takes a fair bit of time and preparation to pull off. The upside? You also wind up with a totally original, 
unreplicable shot. It would be far more trouble than it’s worth to work this one out in Photoshop. 

Changing the shape of your bokeh—transforming those faint background blurs into stars and hearts, for example—involves good old-
fashioned cutting and pasting. In fact, it’s possibly the only photographic technique that calls for scissors and tape. But before we get 
too far into the specifics, let’s go over the bokeh basics. 

Why is bokeh round?

Bokeh is basically round because apertures are 
round—the physical sliding mechanisms that 
control the size of your lens opening open it up 
into a rough-edged circle. Depending on both 
the distances between your camera and the 
subject, and your subject from its background, 
“natural” bokeh might look like anything from 
a blurry circle to a slightly more jagged blurry 
circle. But never anything else. 

That is, unless you want to make it something 
else. 

You can create shaped bokeh by adding a thick 
piece of paper to the front of your lens and 
cutting a shape in the center of it, then taping it 
to the lens itself. It’s a bit crude to look at, but it 
works wonders. Cut a heart, and your bokeh will 
be shaped like hearts; cut a star, and you’ll be 
seeing stars.  

f/1.4, 0.5 seconds, 50mm, ISO 200, Heart shaped bokeh 1 by louri Goussev.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/igoussev/3957914071
https://www.flickr.com/photos/igoussev/


f/1.4, 1/10, ISO 200, 50mm, Self portrait through custom shaped bokeh widget by louri Goussev.
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How to shape your bokeh

First, you’ve got to decide on a shape. It’s easy 
to start simple, but feel free to get creative if you 
like—check out Clipart, wingdings or emoticons 
for inspiration. 

Next, print the shape out on a piece of paper. 
It may take a few tries to get the size right. 
When you cut it out, it’s got to be exactly in the 
center of your lens. Because lenses are perfectly 
centered, your cutout will have to be also. 

When you’ve got a good printout, it’s time to cut 
the image out. You’ll want to make sure the cut 
is precise, because you want as little extra light 
coming through as possible. Stick to the dotted 
lines.

Next up, tape the paper to the front of your 
lens, or attach it to a lens filter that you can snap 
on. Spare UV filters are perfect for this—the kind 
some photographers use simply for protecting 
their lens, rather than affecting the light. Place 
the filter over the image and trace a line on the 
paper, then cut the circle out and attach it to the 
filter front. 

(Some bokeh shapers prefer to create a full-on 
paper cylinder that can fit over the front of your 
lens, which is worthwhile if you think you’re 
going to return to this trick more than once. 
You can swap out your cutout front and reuse 
the cylinder as many times as you need—after 
you cut out your circle, you simply cut another 
rectangle and tape it around the outside of your 
circle, thus creating a cylinder to fit over your 
lens.)

Lastly, all you need to do is find a good lighting situation. (Be sure to use a wide aperture to 
get the strongest bokeh effect.) We discussed what kind of lighting situations to look for in the last 
section—headlights and streetlamps are great opportunities in cityscapes. While hearts and smiles 
are nice, you can try creating thoughtful visual links in your work, like transforming the brightly lit 
windows of high rises at night into actual stars. 

Want to see it in action? Here are three great videos to take you through the process,  
step-by-step:

How to Make a Bokeh Lens

Make Your Own Bokeh Frequent Use Kit

Shaped Bokeh Demonstration

https://www.flickr.com/photos/igoussev/3957912301
https://www.flickr.com/photos/igoussev/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cFM2g6_N5Fw&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H5jjr_vKruU&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Crj3AZT69m0&feature=youtu.be
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Double Exposures
Remember film cameras? Every time you took a shot, you’d have to advance the film strip to the next frame, until you ran out at around 
24. If you didn’t advance the frame, you’d be opening up the shutter to capture two images on a single frame of film, doubly exposing it. 
The overlap could look cool if composed correctly, or it could look totally wonky and wrong.

That’s the essence of double exposure, a technique that has, since the exit of film cameras, taken on a second life in digital photography. 
Obviously, digital cameras don’t work the same way—but Photoshop can make up for that, and some higher-end digital cameras 
themselves offer a “multiple exposure” function. 

So regardless of whether you’re using Photoshop or doing it in-camera, we’re going to explain the process here.

Golden Gate Bridge Double Exposure by Kat.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/katq88/3725718223
https://www.flickr.com/photos/katq88/
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With a digital camera

First, you’ve got to find the multiple exposure 
feature. It’s not very common, so you might have 
to dig deep for it—spend some time skimming 
through your camera’s options menu. 

From there, you’ll find a few sub-menus you 
can choose from. I’ll use the Canon 5D as an 
example—if you have any other model or brand, 
the specific wording might be different, but 
the gist of these should remain the same. I’d 
recommend this route:

1. Choose the Function / Control setting

2.  Under Multiple Exposure Control, choose 
Additive 

3.  Stick with two exposures (multiple exposures 
are fun, but start with double to get a feel for 
it) 

4.  When choosing a location for source images, 
choose All Images

5.  Choose Continuously under Continue Multiple 
Exposures

Also, there’s an optional option for selecting a 
previously taken photo as your base image. If 
you don’t, you can take two new ones to merge 
together. 

Using Photoshop

If your camera doesn’t have the multiple 
exposure function built in, there’s always 
Photoshop. Photography puritans will decry 
this method as “less authentic” since it’s not 
technically a double exposure, and that’s 
fine—let them doubly expose their film slides 
in darkrooms and claim the authenticity title. 
They are, technically speaking, not wrong, since 
anyone using Photoshop isn’t actually exposing 
film twice (or thrice, etc.). But there’s never a 
need to be that pedantic. If the image works, it 
works—and Photoshop can still make it work. 

Also, it’s wicked easy. Here’s how to do it:

1. Open two photos as layers in Photoshop

2.  Decide which one you want to be the base 
layer, and overlap it with the second image

3.  Set the top layer’s opacity to 50 percent—and 
you’re theoretically done!

4.  If that doesn’t produce the blending effect 
you want, reverse the opacity to 100 percent 
and go to Layer Options, find Blending and 
choose something like Screen Blend

5.  Toy around with the settings if you find a style 
that fits your image better

Sounds easy, right? I suspect that’s the reason 
such hardcore darkroom enthusiasts scoff at the 
thought—perhaps they’re jealous that modern 
photographers can achieve the same effect 
easier now than ever before. Of course, the 
Photoshopped version will look a bit different; 
film does offer a certain sort of magical quality 
that certain digital reproductions can’t match… 
yet. But for experimenting with a new trick, post-
processing works fine. 

Tongwell Lake by Brian Tomlinson.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/brian_tomlinson/12502734115
https://www.flickr.com/photos/brian_tomlinson/
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Tips on double-exposure photography

Sure, double exposures can work with really 
anything—but the worst of them feel random. As 
with forced perspective, light painting and even 
basic photographic composition, you’ve got to 
make sure your images are shot deliberately. 
When deciding what you want your shots to be, 
think ahead. Some images work better overlaid 
than others. Don’t just overlap a mountain onto 
a skyscraper and call it symbolic. Think about 
how the images will blend, and what that blend 
will say. 

Some of the most stunning double exposures 
come from primary shots silhouetting a subject 
against a nearly all-white background. The 
secondary shot isn’t as critical to pose this 
way—it’s the fact that the initial one is made 
from stark black and white, and is easy to 
overlap with another image, since the white 
will allow the second image to take over. If one 
is minimalistic and the other complex, it often 
works better than overlapping two frantic shots 
into something unrecognizable. 

That said, the two shots can be whatever you want them to be. Double exposures are all trial and 
error. Most photographers find a style they thrive in through experimentation—some will tend towards 
overlapping nature with technology, or humans against a blank-slate background, like the sky or sea. 

Want to see how to create double (or multiple) exposures in action? Then check out these 
videos:

In-Camera Digital Double Exposure Tutorial

How to Make a Double Exposure in Photoshop

Iceland Double Exposure by Richard P J Lambert.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lcu8SdcsYnY&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xOGzz0QhC-k&feature=youtu.be
https://www.flickr.com/photos/auspices/15179073992
https://www.flickr.com/photos/auspices/
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Slow Shutter Zoom
Photography is stillness—this is obvious. But sometimes, at its most daring, photography 
doesn’t capture a moment so much as a movement. Blurred bodies walking through  
a long exposure are one thing; headlights zooming through a city night are another.  
But what about a landscape moving on its own?

This technique is called a slow shutter zoom, or “racking the lens.” It’s the result of 
shifting your lens’s focal length during a long exposure—taking the viewer on a ride 
through the process of a long shot. The results can be unbelievable, and are totally 
achievable without the use of any post-processing. 

Zooming in on the technique

The most important rule is to keep your tripod 
sturdy. Use one that can be weighted down from 
the center. Of course, as with any long exposure 
shots, stillness is imperative; the difference here 
is that you’ll be handling and moving the camera 
lens. It’s not like a long exposure shot with a 
self-timed or remote shutter release; this is you 
pushing and holding the hardware. Make sure it 
doesn’t move. 

Next, set up your camera for a long exposure 
in a low-light situation. Compose and focus 
your shot like a normal long-exposure shot. 
(We’ve gone over this in past chapters—feel 
free to revisit those for tips on long-exposure 
photography.)

Once you press your shutter release, slowly 
zoom in or out during the length of the shutter’s 
opening. Sounds easy—if it’s a three-second 
exposure, you’ve got three seconds to zoom in 
or out. This will take lots of trials and even more 
errors: it’s best if you can time out your exposure 
to match the time it takes to completely zoom 
your lens in or out, taking into account the fact 
that you might want to stop and pause for effect 
at some point. 

We are setting a long exposure about 8 seconds in this. Keeping the standard zoom lens at Tele mode and then just after clicking the shutter 
button, we turn the lens to wide mode. Keeping in mind that exposure at wide mode is more than the tele. This gives the explode effect to the 
image. f/13, 8 seconds, ISO 100. Click n Zoom by Yogesh Mhatre.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/mhatrey/6762658193
https://www.flickr.com/photos/mhatrey/
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Tips on racking

Try to make the zoom itself as smooth as 
possible, otherwise you’ll find “bumps” in 
your final image where the light is stronger on 
the parts you lingered on. On the other hand, 
sometimes lingering can create a worthwhile 
effect, especially if you want to emphasize the 
reality of a photograph: for example, if you set 
your camera to an eight-second exposure, 
you could leave your camera alone for the first 
four seconds (a self-timer would be a good 
supplement here), and then zoom through the 
last four seconds. You can experiment with 
the parts of the zoom to emphasize different 
elements. 

Also this technique works best in dim lighting 
scenarios that allow small rays of light shining 
into the scene—think of lights from a distant 
skyline or sunlight beaming through clouds. 
They’ll streak outwards from the center of your 
image to all four corners, creating a very cool, 
even futuristic “hyperdrive” effect.  

Keep in mind that whatever is centered in your 
frame will be the least affected by distortion.  
The center of your image will always be the 
sharpest, and all the blurred light streaks will 
lead your viewers eyes to the center like leading 
lines—unless you choose to crop them out. 
Compose the image properly and remember 
what you’re focusing on, and how you’re 
using the technique to deliberately guide your 
audience towards something interesting. 

No zoom? No worries

If you want to try the effect but don’t have a zoom lens (maybe you’re shooting with a prime, for 
example), you can achieve the same effect by physically moving your camera forward and backward. 
The trick here is to avoid also moving your camera left and right—the whole thing will just end up 
looking blurry. Using a moving platform or vehicle (like the front window of a train), the car will propel 
the camera forward and can produce a similar effect. 

If you’re not in a train, you can still get inventive. Dollies and skateboards, if the surface is smooth 
enough, can achieve a similar result—and possibly some very cool perspectives. As always, 
experimentation is key.  

f/20, 4 seconds, ISO 200, Zoom effect by Photos_by_Angela.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/angelabethell/5000875508
https://www.flickr.com/photos/angelabethell/
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Infrared Photography

The first time I saw an infrared landscape, I was blown away. It’s a marvellous sight—dramatic clouds, surreal colors, unnaturally even 
lighting. These images seem both dreamlike and hyper-realistic, a fantasy version of our own world. A bizarro world. And only dedicated 
photographers have access to it. 

Infrared photography gives artists the chance to show their audiences a view of the world that’s literally impossible to see otherwise—
infrared light is outside the spectrum of light our eyes can detect. It’s entirely up to the film or image sensor to capture it, which is a very 
empowering thought for the technologically minded. In this infrared light, cameras help us better understand the world we live in. 

Solitude by greg westfall.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/imagesbywestfall/8669456289
https://www.flickr.com/photos/imagesbywestfall/
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A brief history of infrared photography

Infrared light is as old as light itself, but humans’ 
interaction with it only dates back around 200 
years. It began with a German-born British 
astronomer, Sir Frederick William Herschel, who 
in 1800 noticed that certain colored glasses 
passed more heat from the sun than others. 
He tested his theory out by measuring their 
exact temperatures and noticed that, as the 
thermometer moved from the violet spectrum 
to red on the opposite end, the temperature 
increased. When he shifted the thermometer 
beyond the red glass, the heat continued to rise. 
Despite the area being invisible to the human 
eye, that section of light became what we today 
know as infrared light.  

Infrared photography wouldn’t come about until 
1910, when the Royal Photographic Society 
published a journal edition featuring infrared 
photos by American physicist Robert Williams 
Wood. Wood used experimental film and very 
long exposures, and sensitized his own photo 
plates. It wouldn’t be until 1930 that Kodak 
would produce actual infrared film, and not until 
the 1960s that infrared photography as a style 
even took off, after musicians like Frank Zappa 
and Jimi Hendrix used the effect on their album 
covers. 

Since the rise of digital photography, though, 
infrared has been on the decline. In 2007, Kodak 
discontinued its production of the film, and 
rolls today cost between $10 and $20 each—a 
telling fact about a niche photographic style in 
contemporary times. 

Three modern methods for infrared 
images

There are three ways of capturing infrared 
photos: With a film camera, buy a roll of infrared 
(IR) film; with any SLR, buy an IR lens filter; or 
convert your DSLR for infrared use. Here, we’ll 
go through all three.

Method 1: Infrared Film

While most of this book has focused on digital 
techniques, hardcore infrared enthusiasts will 
know that buying a 35mm IR roll of film is the 
way to go. Most camera stores sell them for 
around $10 or $20, and even if they don’t carry 
them in stock, stores are often able to order 
them if you specially request it.

Developing the film, however, is another story. 
Not all photo labs can process IR film, although 
most can send the rolls out to a lab that can. 
Depending on the location of the lab and the 
priority of your prints, this could take up to a 
week or two to get back. 
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Method 2: IR Filters

Regardless of whether you shoot analog or 
digital, a lens filter can replicate the IR look 
perfectly. The filter you’ll want to buy is called a 
Circular IR filter. Like any regular UV or polarizing 
lens, an IR filter can twist on and off of the front 
of your lens easily.

An IR filter actually blocks visible light from 
passing through the lens, allowing only IR light to 
reach the camera’s sensor. The one side effect is 
that you’ll need to use extremely long exposure 
times, to compensate for the darkness caused 
by shutting out all that visible light. Most digital 
cameras have an internal filter to remove most 
infrared light, so between that filter blocking 
IR and the attached lens blocking regular light, 
you’re basically shooting darkness. Time to bust 
out that tripod again. 

Don’t be surprised when you open up your IR 
filter for the first time and it looks almost black. 
Even after you swivel it on, the view of your 
image from the viewfinder or screen will be 
black. This would make composition tricky—
except that most SLR lenses come equipped 
to work around this problem. Look through 
the viewfinder for a little red mark—maybe a 
line, diamond or dot—that’s beside the regular 
white focus mark. The red symbol is meant 
to help photographers check their focus and 
composition specifically in IR situations. 

As for composition, you’ve got to remove the IR 
filter. Just twist it off to compose and focus your 
image as normal, then switch to manual focus 
and re-attach the IR filter. Here’s the tricky part: 
you’ll have to focus the lens partway between 
the current visible focus and the infrared mark. 
(Reasoning: in many lenses, infrared light has a 
different focal point than visible light.) For any 
lenses that don’t include infrared focus marks, 
you’re out of luck; focus becomes more of a 
guessing game. You can fire off a photo then 
check the result closely on the LCD; if you 
detect any unwanted blur, adjust the focus ring 
slightly and try again until you have a sharp 
result.

But the upside to all this trial and error? Cost. 
For roughly $50, an IR filter is not a bad deal; 
even if you’re shooting film, the cost of an IR 
filter is cheaper than three or four rolls of IR film. 
It’s a solid, flexible and common investment. 
Some of the most popular filters come from 
Hoya, a Japanese filter manufacturer; their R72 
and RM90 filters are among the most popular 
and highly rated in the field. 

Method 3: Converting a DSLR

The last method is simultaneously the most 
flexible, expensive, complicated and ultimately 
convenient way to shoot IR: convert your DSLR 
to shoot exclusively that style. This takes time 
and money, but often yields the best results. 

To convert your DSLR, you’ll need to remove the 
internal filter I mentioned earlier—the one built 
into your camera that blocks infrared light. This 
filter can be substituted for one that only allows 
in IR light. It doesn’t change the functionality 
of your camera at all—except that all of your 
shots will be infrared, and it’s possible that your 
camera will never go back to normal. (Certainly 
not easily, or cheaply, or within a manufacturer’s 
warranty.) You’ve been warned. 

If you’ve got a spare or old DSLR that fits the 
bill, there are several companies that can do 
it for you. For guaranteed results, it’s best 
to choose one with a solid reputation, like 
Lifepixel—the whole process should cost 
between $200 and $500, depending on your 
camera body. 

Of course, you can bypass paying those several 
hundred bucks by taking the DIY route, but 
you’ll still have to buy a kit that shows you how. 
If you’re familiar with electrical handiwork this 
shouldn’t be too hard; if you’re a novice, it’s not 
recommended. 

The Popular Hoya R72 Lens Filter for Infrared

http://www.lifepixel.com/
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Finding an IRresistible lens

Good news for budget photographers: expensive 
gear doesn’t always translate to better shots in 
this field. Lenses are hit or miss when it comes to 
IR. There are a few common issues that creep up:

1.  Depending on the internal coating of your 
lens, the IR light might cause some suddenly 
visible reflections, called hotspots. They’ll 
typically appear in the center of your image, 
and are the result of certain coatings not 
being transparent to infrared wavelengths. 

2.  Some lenses, shooting in infrared light, are 
more susceptible to flaring than others. 
Watch for this effect when shooting, and use 
basic maintenance to avoid it as much as 
possible: keep the lens and filter clean, and 
use a lens hood whenever possible. 

3.  You should start paying much closer attention 
to white balance. Infrared light is primarily 
collected in the sensor’s red channel, which 
will make your images appear more red than 
normal. An easy way around this: set a custom 
white balance. All cameras differ slightly in this 
arena, so try setting the custom white balance 
on a variety of objects (such as green grass or 
a gray or white card) to familiarize yourself with 
how your camera will behave.

Of course, your best bet is to avoid lenses that 
others have reported as being problematic for 
infrared in the first place. Here is a list of them, 
care of Lifepixel. The list isn’t too large—most 
lenses don’t have a problem with IR, or, if they 
do, they suffer a minute enough version of the 
problem that nobody would really notice.  

http://www.lifepixel.com/lens-considerations
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Post-processing infrared images

Can’t get the red out of your image? It’s a 
common problem. Some photographers 
embrace it; others would rather not all their 
landscapes look like images drafted from hell. 

That’s where Adobe comes in.

First, I need to stress how important it is to be 
shooting these in RAW. You can get the most 
out of editing your infrared photos with a large 
file size.

The key adjustments in Lightroom are the 
Temperature slider and the Tint slider. Wiggle 
them back and forth to avoid changing the 
depth of your blacks and whites or the levels of 
contrast or brightness. You should be able to 
eyeball at what point you achieve a tone that fits 
your image. 

If you’re working with Photoshop, use the DNG 
profile editor, or else stick with Levels, the Hue 
and Saturation sliders, and the Channel Mixer. 
You won’t need to go overboard by using all of 
them, but they’ll change the image in different 
ways, and experimentation is the only way to get 
the right color.  

Step outside with these external links

If you want a step-by-step tutorial for processing 
infrared in Lightroom & Photoshop, I can’t offer 
anything better than these comprehensive 
guides:

 Basic Infrared Editing in Photoshop

  Infrared Editing Using Both Lightroom & 
Photoshop

 Advanced Infrared Processing in Photoshop

And if you’re looking for some more reading, I 
recommend these pages and websites, which 
are basically hubs for IR enthusiasts: 

  Lifepixel Info & Consulting for Camera 
Conversions to Infrared

 List of Good and Bad Lenses for Infrared

 Lenses to Avoid for Infrared Photography

 List of Good and Bad Cameras for Infrared

  DIY Tutorials for Converting Cameras to 
Infrared Listed by Make & Model

Post-processing out the red, DSC01438 and DSC01440 by Mike Lewinski.

http://www.adobe.com/support/downloads/detail.jsp?ftpID=5493
http://www.adobe.com/support/downloads/detail.jsp?ftpID=5493
http://www.lifepixel.com/tutorials/infrared-photoshop-basics
http://photofocus.com/2014/06/15/processing-an-infrared-image-using-lightroom-and-photoshop/
http://photofocus.com/2014/06/15/processing-an-infrared-image-using-lightroom-and-photoshop/
http://photography.tutsplus.com/tutorials/an-in-depth-guide-to-infrared-photography-processing--photo-9540
http://www.lifepixel.com/
http://www.lifepixel.com/
http://dpanswers.com/content/irphoto_lenses.php
http://www.lifepixel.com/lens-considerations
http://dpanswers.com/content/irphoto_sensors.php
http://www.lifepixel.com/tutorials/infrared-diy-tutorials
http://www.lifepixel.com/tutorials/infrared-diy-tutorials
https://www.flickr.com/photos/ikewinski/6953757134/in/set-72157631972513152
https://www.flickr.com/photos/ikewinski/6953759462/in/set-72157631972513152
https://www.flickr.com/photos/ikewinski/


Tilt-Shift

Ever see a photo that makes reality look like a toy? Mountains become Play Doh; 
buildings smallen and condense. The perspective of the entire world is distorted 
into something so miniature that it’s simply unreal. That’s tilt-shift photography: 
using camera movements to selectively focus on a landscape or cityscape, 
creating a seemingly miniature scenario.    

Real tilt-shift with the Leica M Monochrom and a Canon 17mm tilt-shift lens. Lines, Light, Shadows, and Reflections by Andreas Overland.

Canon 24mm Tilt-Shift Lens by Charles Lanteigne, Wikimedia.

True tilt-shift photography requires the use 
of special lenses that are able to both—
wait for it—yes, tilt and shift. (It’s shocking 
how original the people who invent these 
lens names are.) Canon currently has four 
tilt-shift lenses on the market, while Nikon 
offers three, and a host of third-name 
brands fill in the gaps.

Tilt-shift photography is another one of 
those niche genres that catch viewers’ 
attention for surreal, gripping imagery. 
(Remember forced perspective, spherical 
panoramas and light painting? It’s like 
that.) But it’s especially common in 
landscape and architectural photography 
to control the perspective of the entire 
scene and capture a wider shot than 
normal lenses are capable of. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/andreasoverland/8537360802
https://www.flickr.com/photos/andreasoverland/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Canon_TS-E_24mm_f3.5L_II.jpg
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Tilt, shift, repeat

How does tilt-shift photography work? With the right lens, it’s fairly easy. First, the shift: the shifting lens movements allow the photographer to control 
where the lens’s imaging circle sits in relation to the camera’s sensor. The key phrase there is “in relation to”—that alterable relationship means that the 
center of the lens’s perspective doesn’t correlate to the center of the image’s perspective. 

Now let’s talk about tilt. Recall how every photo has a plane of primary focus—use a prime lens shooting along a flat surface and you’ll see it easily. Well, 
tilt movements allow the photographer to tilt that in-focus plane so that it’s not necessarily perpendicular to the axis of the lens. This forces the depth of 
field to be wedge-shaped, while its width increases with distance from the camera. That means the tilt effect doesn’t necessarily increase the depth of field, 
but it lets the photographer choose the focal point of the depth of field to better suit the subject matter.

Photoshop tilt-shift effect. f/5, 1/320 sec, ISO 400, 17mm. Real models by Kenny Louie.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/kwl/2683012846
https://www.flickr.com/photos/kwl/


Photography Tricks    260

If you can’t make it, fake it

Can’t afford a tilt-shift lens, or just plain don’t want to buy one? Photoshop 
has made it possible to fake tilt-shift photography with decent accuracy—
in fact, the fake has become arguably more popular than the authentic 
product. (I’ll concede here that it’s impossible for Photoshop to re-create 
tilt-shift photography completely, but the effect is still pretty close.)

Here’s how to do it: 

1.  Open your photo in Photoshop. Choose an image that lends itself well 
to looking like a miniature model—something from a bird’s eye view, 
with a lot of variously sized objects like people, cars and buildings. For 
example, I’ll be using this aerial shot of Shibuya Crossing in Tokyo for 
this tutorial—feel free to download it and follow along if you like.

2.  Create a duplicate layer of the background by selecting Layer > 
Duplicate Layer.

3.  On the top layer, apply a Lens Blur filter by going to Filter > Blur > Lens 
Blur. Use a radius of anywhere from 20–40. For mine, I’m using 34.  
Then click OK and watch the image blur. 

4. Stay on the top layer and add a Layer Mask.

5.  Select the Gradient tool from the toolbar, and change the gradient style 
to “Reflected Gradient”. 

6.  Select the layer mask. Click and drag the gradient tool across the area 
you want to be in focus. For this example, I’m applying the gradient over 
the intersection where the people are. It may take a few attempts to get 
the gradient to focus the way you want—dragging the gradient doesn’t 
come as naturally as using other tools in Photoshop—but you should get 
it eventually. 

7. That’s it—now just save the image and show the world your work!

A quick note: while this method is the most common way to replicate a tilt-
shift effect, feel free to experiment with other blurring tools in Photoshop. I 
sometimes like to apply different brushes on top of the gradient to fine tune 
the blur, which can be a subtle but rewarding cherry on top of this miniature 
cake.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/picturecorrect/13860760395/
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Multiplicity

Sometimes you need a subject in your shot, so you stand your 
camera on a tripod, set its self-timer, and jump in yourself. 
Sometimes you need multiple subjects, though—what then? 
Simple: stand your camera on a tripod, set its self-timer, and jump 
in yourself—again and again. 

Multiplicity is an unusual trick because, unlike more subtle 
effects, it’s blatantly obvious what’s going on: using software 
like Photoshop, you’re manipulating reality to insert someone or 
something into a shot multiple times. 

This works well when displaying a series of movements: think of 
a monk walking from a temple in a mountainous landscape, when 
you’d take multiple shots to capture each stage of his progress. 
You can literally see him every step of the way. It’s also a fun way 
to portray solo travel—if you’ve just climbed a difficult mountain, 
you might strike a few poses to convey all the different emotions 
you went through while climbing up. At its best, this is a trick that 
gets really creative and fun. 



Photography Tricks    262

Laying multiplication on the table

This technique, like most others we’ve covered, 
requires a tripod and absolute stillness during 
the shoot. I recommend Aperture Priority mode 
with a high f-stop, typical of landscape and 
cityscape photos, to make sure that the depth 
of field is deep and as much of the scene is in 
focus as possible. The same goes for metering: 
consistency is key, otherwise some shots might 
appear dimmer or brighter than others, which 
will throw the whole thing off balance. Manual 
focus, too, is a good idea, so your camera 
doesn’t automatically re-focus with each shutter.  

Once your settings are in order, start snapping 
away—either with your subject or a self-timer 
turned on yourself. Take as many as you like 
using as many poses as you like. The only 
requirement here is that the tripod doesn’t move 
and the lighting should stay the same for every 
shot in a series. 

Putting it all together

Once you’ve got all your shots, open them up as 
layers in Photoshop. (As we went through in the 
section on post processing, this is pretty easy to 
do with either Lightroom or Bridge; you can also 
use a script in Photoshop to load them as layers 
by selecting Scripts under the File tab, then 
choosing Load Files Into Stack.)

Once all your layers are visible and, well, layered, 
follow these step-by-step instructions:

  Click on the topmost layer and apply a layer 
mask by selecting Layer > Add Layer Mask.

  Select black as a color for a paint brush and 
paint over the person in that layer. The person 
should disappear, as if you were erasing them.

  Invert the mask by pressing Ctrl + I. This will 
make the blackened area visible, and vice 
versa. You should be seeing double—two 
people.

  Repeat these steps for every layer until you 
reach the final layer. (The final layer should 
stay as is, since there’s nothing beneath it.)

That’s all there is to it—a fairly simple Photoshop 
trick. It’s a very cool technique for creating 
action sequences, if you feel like spicing up your 
landscapes with an unusual, almost supernatural 
effect. 

The shooting itself is what takes the longest, so 
plan ahead if you’re eager to give it a shot—the 
Photoshop work shouldn’t take much time at all.



Photography Tricks    263

Timelapse Photography

No landscape stands still. Trees are always moving, clouds always flowing, animals pop in and out; the sun sets and shadows shift. 
Photography is great, but at this point it can’t show us the true nature of a landscape. Cities, too, are in a constant state of motion, 
between pedestrians and cars and flickering traffic lights. 

Long exposure are one way to deal with this movement. Time-lapse photography is another. 

Time-lapse photography—basically photography in motion, a halfway-mark between photo and video—is much easier than it used to be. 
That ease has bred a new generation of adventurous time-lapsers who’ve created limitless uses and varieties of time-lapse videos. But 
don’t be daunted: sometimes the simplest ones are the most effective. We’ll start with a simple one right now, but one that any DSLR 
user should be able to handle. 
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Your first time-lapse

For this one, you’ll need an intervalometer. 
Whenever possible, I’ve tried to show you tricks 
that use as few extra materials as possible, 
but sometimes an intervalometer is just plain 
necessary. 

Start by setting up your trusty tripod and setting 
your camera to Aperture Priority. Find your focus 
area, then set the camera to manual focus to 
avoid any re-focusing. You can shoot anything 
here—a simple view from a window can work 
beautifully. Connect the intervalometer and set 
it to snap a photo every five seconds or so, and 
leave it alone for a half-hour. When you stop the 
camera, you’ll find approximately 360 photos. 

Transfer those photos to your computer and use 
any standard photo editing software to compile 
the shots into a video file. At 30 frames per 
second, your video should turn out at around 12 
seconds long. 

Think about this for a second: you’re condensing 
30 minutes of reality into 12 seconds. This isn’t 
just a snapshot of a moment: this is a fluid 
movement of life in motion, fast-forwarded. 
That’s a very powerful tool. 

Interrogating the intervals

The amount of time your camera takes between 
snapshots should boil down to a matter of 
preference rather than practice. Obviously, 
taking a shot every 10 seconds will allow more 
of the scene to change than if you took one 
every three seconds. 

As a general rule, I don’t stray beyond three to 
15 seconds, and the deciding factor is motion. 
Landscapes, for instance, which rarely see 
drastic motion, can be caught once every 15 
seconds or so—if anything, this helps the clouds 
move along faster in the final product. In a lively 
cityscape, though, I’d stick with shorter intervals 
so nobody jumps ahead in the movie too rapidly. 

RAW or JPEG?

Ah, this old debate again. Greater file sizes, or 
faster loading speeds? Again the answer falls 
more to your project than a definite right answer. 
If you’re strapped for space on your memory 
card, JPEGs will do fine; if you can spare the 
space (or if you aren’t expecting over 500 shots) 
then RAW files would be better. As always, RAW 
files leave you with more flexibility to edit in 
Lightroom or any other program. 

Speaking of software...

Let’s talk programs. Time-lapses can seem 
monumentally complex at first—don’t let it daunt 
you. The key is always to start simple. There’s 
always time for complexity later on. 

Speaking of complexity: there are a lot of 
software options for time-lapse videos. Like, a 
lot. As you dive into this field you’ll learn the pros 
and cons of each; for now, you can get a sense 
of the field with this basic list:

  Adobe Photoshop – Quick and simple to use, 
but suffers from limited functionality

  Adobe Lightroom – Great for batch editing, 
especially with the Sync feature’s ability to 
copy photo edits across a whole swath of 
images; problem is, the presets take lots of 
time to render into a video format

  Quicktime Pro – Regular Quicktime can’t do 
this, so you’ll have to upgrade to Pro for it; 
the upside is that it’s among the most simple 
pieces of software to create a time-lapse 

  Adobe Premiere and Premiere Pro – It’s not 
the most intuitive software on the market, but 
Premiere can get the job done with a decent 
amount of options

  Adobe After Effects – Recommended by 
professionals, After Effects offers an amazing 
selection of options and plugins to remove 
flickering (more on flickering later), but it’s 
both expensive and difficult for beginners

  Final Cut Pro – A go-to resource for 
independent filmmakers, the Final Cut series 
is fairly easy to understand on a basic level, 
even if you’re primarily a photographer 

  LRTimelapse – If you’re dedicated to the 
cause, this high-end, high-niche option is 
among the most widely used by time-lapse 
professionals

  Photolapse – A more basic time-lapse photo 
software, this one is free (awesome) but only 
works with JPEGs (less awesome)
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How to Construct a Time-lapse in Photoshop

For this time-lapse exercise, I was sitting on Treasure Island, overlooking the Bay Bridge leading into San Francisco. I took a few photos, but thought that 
still images might not be enough to capture the full scope of what I was seeing. Propping my DSLR on a firmly rooted tripod, I focused on the bridge and 
switched the focus to manual mode. Aperture Priority at f/13, ISO 400, 36mm focal length. I set the intervalometer to five-second intervals. Aperture Priority 
ensured that, as the sky fell darker and darker, the camera kept the fixed aperture but automatically lengthened the shutter speed to compensate for the 
dimming light. 

Between my starting and post-sunset finishing time, I let the camera snap away until I had 344 photos. Sticking with 30 frames per second, this gives me 
enough for an 11-second time-lapse video. Here’s how it goes:

1.  Load your photos into a Stack in Photoshop. 
Go to File > Scripts > Load Files into a Stack

2.  Select the folder your time-lapse images are 
in and wait for the photos to be listed. It might 
take a minute, especially if you’re working with 
several hundred. Select them all and hit OK. 

3.  Once Photoshop starts stacking your photos 
in layers, take a break— 
this will take a little while depending on how 
many photos you shot.
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4.  Once all the photos in your timelapse sequence are stacked into layers, 
open up the Animation window by selecting Window > Animation.

5.  Select all the layers in your stack by selecting the first one, scrolling to 
the bottom layer while holding the shift key, and then selecting the last 
one. Then should highlight all of them.

6.  Once you have all the layers selected, find the Animation menu and 
select the option to “Make Frames From Layers.” This will list out all your 
layers as frames for your animation sequence.

7.  Make sure your photos are in the right chronological order, from start 
to finish. If they’re in reverse (and it isn’t on purpose), you can find the 
option to “Reverse Frames” from the Animation menu. 

8.  Assuming your frames are in proper order, make sure there isn’t any 
delay between them—under each frame it should say “0 sec.” or “No 
Delay.” If it doesn’t, click on it and select “No Delay.”

9.     That’s all there is—now we’re ready to export. Select File > Export > 
Render Video.

10.  In the Render Video dialog box, set your desired export settings. I gave 
mine a name and left it as a QuickTime movie export. I selected HDV/
HDTV 720p for a size, and a 30 frames-per-second frame rate, although 
24fps also works well.

11.  You’re all done—just hit “Render.” See how it turned out and think 
about what you can try differently next time.

If you’re curious to see how 
mine turned out, you can  
watch it here on Vimeo: 

https://vimeo.com/108395671
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Flick off flickering

As you can see in my time-lapse video, there’s 
a bit of what’s called “flickering”—the light 
flickers on and off, as if someone is hitting a light 
switch in the sky. This phenomenon is the result 
of individual frames appearing to be over- or 
underexposed relative to its surrounding frames. 
Cameras, after all, aren’t perfect; sometimes 
a cloud will swing by and alter a scene’s 
luminescence.

There are in-camera techniques to naturally 
reduce this, such as going full manual on all 
settings (even white balance); using a manual 
lens to reduce aperture flicker; or bulb ramping. 
That last one might sound new—bulb ramping, 
also called “bramping,” is a technique whereby 
a photographer would use their camera’s bulb 
setting to closely manage exposure and adjust it 
over time throughout the time-lapse sequence. 
DSLR exposure settings are limited to a third of 
a stop, which means flickering occurs when the 
camera jumps to the next exposure setting. A 
bulb ramping device connects to your camera 
and uses the camera’s bulb setting to override 
the automatic third-step exposure changes.

But if you’re looking for simplicity, there are 
several software products and plugins available 
that do a fine job of removing flickering in post-
processing. One of the software applications 
I mentioned earlier, LRTimelapse, works very 
well for this; another popular plugin is called 
GBDeflicker, which works with Adobe After 
Effects and Premiere.

Controlling motion during time-lapse 
videos

Want to add a whole new dimension to your 
time-lapse photography? Try using a motion-
control pan head or mount instead of a 
traditional tripod. This will move your camera 
slightly between each shot, adding a whole new 
element to the results. For instance, your camera 
can pan down the length of a track, pausing 
incrementally to take photos on its own—then, 
when you put it together in post-processing, it 
will look like a smooth movement into the scene. 

If you’re looking for motion-control equipment, 
I’d recommend Dynamic Perception as one of 
the leading companies in this arena. 

Hyperlapse

If you really want to take time-lapse photography 
to the next level, hyperlapse is the answer. 
Hyperlapse technology frees photographers 
up from the shackles of silly old tripods, and 
allows them to wander freely, snapping photos 
constantly and merging them into a video. 

Imagine walking down a hiking trail, taking a 
photo every few steps, and then processing 
them all together into a time-lapse video. It’s a 
first-person account of a landscape experience. 
Normally, such a product would appear jerky 
and awkward, but hyperlapse software allows 
users to crop and stabilize these photos to 
create, for example, a smooth tracking sequence 
through a large distance in the woods. Walking 

down a busy street or hiking up to the peak of 
a mountain and panning around—suddenly, a 
whole world of movement opens up that tripod-
bound photographers can’t enjoy.  

If you’re interested, I recommend Adobe After 
Effects’ recently released Warp Stabilizer, which 
can help process and stabilize hyperlapses 
together.

After all this talk about video, you may as well 
see a few. Take a look at these helpful video 
tutorials on time-lapse photography:

  Time-lapse Photography Tips from  
Start to End

  How to Create a Time-lapse at Sunset

  How to Make Star Time-lapses at Night

  Motion Control Time-lapse Demonstrations

  How to do Hyperlapse

http://lrtimelapse.com/
http://www.granitebaysoftware.com/products/productgbd.aspx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TM7EJZ-8HWw&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TM7EJZ-8HWw&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wBi-ZPXCJjI&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IQgpimEdfe0&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WKM-CtsSjSI&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PFUyxbh_ed0&feature=youtu.be
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iPhone Photography
There are no definitive data sets on this subject, but let’s 
be real for a moment: smartphones have become the most 
widely used cameras in the world. (Imagine how many 
selfies are taken each second—how many Instagram 
shots, Snapchats, Vines and tweets—and you’ll likely 
agree.) Apple’s iPhone is leading the pack, although 
Android has been catching up for years and isn’t slowing 
down. As the world develops, the numbers are only 
increasing. 

While smartphones obviously lack the sensor and power 
of a DSLR, they gain points in the size department: phones 
are always handy, always in our pockets. As a result, even 
while I’m traveling, if my SLR is stuffed into my backpack 
and I want to grab a snapshot, I’ll whip out my phone—it’s 
just more convenient. 

That said, it’s important to know how to get the most out of 
them. And, if you flip back through this entire book, you’ll 
realize almost every tip applies just as much to iPhone as 
to SLRs. Companies have caught onto this link between 
smartphone and professional photography, too: they sell 
tripods for iPhones, and you can set your iPhone camera 
on a self-timer. You can even snap manual exposures 
using camera replacement apps and also long exposures, 
which are involved in a huge number of these photographic 
tricks. It’s all right there, in that tiny pocket-sized rectangle. 

Captured with iPhone 5, post-processed in the Camera+ app.
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Ditch the default

The later generations of iPhones have 
decent cameras, which roughly replicate the 
performance of a digital point-and-shoot. But 
image quality isn’t their problem—focus is. If 
you’re finding trouble getting clear shots even 
during daylight, try holding the phone with two 
hands and taking a deep breath while you’re 
pressing the shutter. Also, I’ll mention this 
because a surprising number of people don’t 
know it, but you should always tap the focal 
point of your image to tell the meter sensor 
where to focus. 

If you feel like moving up a notch, though, you 
shouldn’t have to rely on the default camera. 
Two good replacement apps are Camera+ and 
ProCamera. Both allow you to set focus and 
exposure independently, as well as manually 
adjust the exposure, which are nice features for 
those who take photos seriously. And, of course, 
both also have a wealth of post-processing 
options. 

If I had to choose, though, I’d choose Camera+ 
in a heartbeat: it has a cleaner, more intuitive 
interface and strikes me as much easier to use.

Processing tricks

Naturally, the best way to post-process iPhone 
photos is to use Photoshop or Lightroom. But 
in-camera (or should I say in-phone?) processing 
apps are growing more and more sophisticated, 
and offer a good alternative to editors in a hurry. 
In some cases, the quality is outstanding—take 
Camera+ for example, with a simple adjustment 
called “Clarity” that blew me away when I first 
tried it. 

I shot this image from the hip with an iPhone 
while walking the streets of Shanghai, and the 
Clarity scene adjustment simply brought it to life 
through revived brightness and contrast.

These apps also offer loads of filter options that 
can tweak any landscape or cityscape shot. 
They’re similar to Instagram’s popular offerings, 
including vintage and stylized face-lifts, but they 
can also create much more subtle and effective 
changes in color and tone. 

B.C.: Before Clarity in Camera+ After Clarity in Camera+
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Social smarts

I don’t need to tell you that most smartphone 
photos find their homes on Facebook. And if 
the images posted to social media were the 
only judges of quality, then you might assume 
smartphone photography to be of very poor 
quality indeed. But this is far from the truth. 

Whenever you upload a photo to Facebook 
directly from a mobile device, Facebook actually 
recognizes the type of device and compresses 
the heck out of the image itself, cropping and 
pixelating to fit it on the server without taking up 
too much space. 

In other words: Facebook sees you’ve taken a 
photo on your phone and says, “This is probably 
crap, so you probably won’t mind if it looks 
like crap.” Facebook is now the world’s largest 
photo sharing network by far, can you imagine 
how much server capacity they would require 
if they didn’t compress everyone’s smartphone 
uploads?

Facebook does, however, recognize that 
professional photographers sometimes want to 
share high-quality images on their social media 
pages. With that in mind, they’ve permitted 
desktop and laptop computers to upload images 
at higher resolutions. You should be able to 
see this option when you’re uploading from a 
computer—the upload and desktop load times 
will be significantly longer, but you’ll be able to 
see the difference.  

And if you want to get the best possible  
quality without overloading your social media? 
Here’s the trick. 

Resize your photo width to 2048 pixels from 
your computer before uploading it. Given the 
size and format, Facebook should accept and 
display the image easily and clearly. (To be 
honest, this applies to all images, not just ones 
taken via smartphones—Facebook is a fickle 
beast.)

So unless you’re breaking news by uploading 
a photo to social media ASAP, hold off on 
uploading the image—if you rush to upload 
it from your phone, you’ll sacrifice quality for 
time. Wait it out. Whenever I want to upload a 
smartphone-taken snapshot, I’ll first upload it to 
my computer, resize the width to 2048 pixels and 
then—only then—toss it to the Facebook dogs. 
If you don’t take my word for it, test it yourself. 
You’ll be surprised at how many friends are 
suddenly impressed with your newfound skills. 

Want to see smartphones tackle bigger 
shots? Here are some helpful video 
tutorials on smartphone photography:
  7 Smartphone Photography Tips & Tricks

  iPhone Landscape Photography 
Techniques

  The Best Camera is the One That’s With 
You - Chase Jarvis

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fTz4Nhgm_SQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2oVKfjRIcfo&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2oVKfjRIcfo&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=buDa-m65RyA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=buDa-m65RyA&feature=youtu.be
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The world of professional videography and 
photography is getting smaller and smaller, 
and up-and-coming professionals in both 
markets are growing up with both skills 
handy. It makes sense: DSLRs shoot as 
high quality video footage as almost any 
camera, while new video cameras, like the 
latest GoPro, record 4K video at a stunning 
30 frames per second. That means each 
frame shot on those settings is about eight 
megapixels big. That’s huge.

With this crossover deepening, and video 
quality getting better, imagers in several 
industries have begun extracting key 
frames from HD videos to process them 
as photographs. This trend infuriates 
some photographers—rightly so, if the 
photographer takes up to 10 minutes to set 
up a shot that a video can grab seemingly 
randomly—but, frankly, the results are 
starting to speak for themselves. These 
days I view videos as one more place to 
look for great photography. 

When someone looking to buy a photo 
finds one, the way in which the photo was 
captured tends to stop mattering. I learned 
this personally. After successfully selling 
an image extracted from video to a book 
publisher, it reinforced my beliefs that 
great photographs can come from almost 
any camera—DSLR or otherwise—and 
while my path to this particular extraction 
technique was a bit unusual, I’ve found it 
works wonders in situations where I can’t 
carry a DSLR.

Extracting Frames from Videos Frame extracted from ContourHD video, 
similar to GoPro, processed in Photoshop.
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When you can’t carry a DSLR

A hobby of mine is wingsuit flying—that extreme 
sport wherein people launch themselves from 
airplanes wearing what are essentially flying 
squirrel getups. Unlike skydiving or hang 
gliding, in wingsuit flying your arms need to be 
outstretched. Taking photos is hard. Carrying a 
DSLR is harder. 

While it’s possible to mount a DSLR on your 
head and fire off photos using a mechanism 
between your teeth, I decided against that route 
due to the weight of it. (Occasionally a parachute 
opens faster than expected, causing a “hard 
opening”—this phenomenon, combined with 
added weight atop your head, can seriously 
damage your neck.) Since my neck is long 
and frail enough without adding pounds to 
it, I decided it was safer to mount a small 
ContourHD camera on my head. The Contour 
is essentially a GoPro with a more streamlined 
shape, which is nice for aerodynamics and 
reducing snag points that could interrupt a 
parachute deployment.

That’s the way I capture all my wingsuit shots 
these days: I record my flights using the highest 
video resolution possible, and afterward mine 
the footage for stills on my computer. It’s a tricky 
process. Some shots have spectacular framing 
but are too blurred from motion; others are crisp 
but the subject is sticking out of the frame. Every 
once in a while, though, with the right lighting 
conditions, a frame pops up that actually works. 

This is what led to one of my biggest photo 
deals ever—a photo of mine being sold to a 
major New York publishing company for a front 
book jacket. Since it appeared on the cover, a 
few photographers have asked me how I got this 
image, so I figured I’d share it in this book.

How frame extraction from video led to 
a major photo sale

I’ve always wanted to fly in Dubai. The city’s 
futuristic skyline and incredible depth struck me 
as perfect—a glimpse into a possible future, 
a way to connect with a reality we can only 
imagine. 

In that way, wingsuit flying is the perfect sport. 
You can fly through the air like a bird—an 
uncontrollable bird that can only fly downward 
at extreme speeds. It’s not an easy way to 
get into the sky, though. The United States 
Parachute Association requires flyers to first 
be knowledgeable skydivers, which involves 
Assisted Free Fall training and a resume of 200 
freefall skydives. An amazing adventure? Of 
course. A dangerous pursuit? It can be. 

But I still pursued it with extreme care, more for 
the adventures than any professional drive. And 
for me, Dubai—the cosmopolitan titan of the 
Middle East, in the United Arab Emirates—was 
high on the list of places I wanted to fly. I bought 
a plane ticket as soon as I saved up enough 
cash, and boarded the plane from Los Angeles. 

Dubai’s dropzone is dangerously urban, so 
before I could actually fly there, I had to prove 
to them, essentially, that I wasn’t going to 
fly into anyone’s 20th-floor office window. 
After miraculously (and barely) passing their 
parachute landing accuracy tests, they granted 
me clearance to wingsuit at their lovely Palm 
Islands dropzone. I was thrilled. The conditions 
were a photographer’s dream during my first 
flight—almost the golden hour, with a detailed 
landscape hovering beneath me, few clouds to 
obstruct my view and the infamous Palm Jebel 
Ali islands ahead in the distance. It was on that 
first flight, while chasing my friend in another 
wingsuit, that I captured the image. 

But it wasn’t until I reviewed the footage 
afterward that I knew I’d caught something 
special. I extracted a few stills from the best 
moments. I edited together a video of the 
experience, and you can actually see the still 
I’m referring to at the 1:11 mark: https://vimeo.
com/54479746

https://vimeo.com/54479746
https://vimeo.com/54479746
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The extraction process

In order to actually extract the stills from the 
video, I like to use VLC Player. VLC is a free, 
open-source multimedia player that consistently 
works well and plays essentially anything. It 
also has a feature that allows you to take a 
“snapshot” at any frame. 

So when nice images pop up in the raw 
video footage—combinations of sheer luck in 
composition and lighting—I paused it on the 
best moments and take a snapshot. VLC will 
save the still to your “My Pictures” folder (unless 
you direct it otherwise) as a PNG, JPEG or TIFF 
file.

I recommend opening your newfound snapshots 
in Lightroom to start processing them like any 
other photo. The quality, of course, won’t be 
as strong as a RAW file from a DSLR, but if 
you process carefully and subtly you can make 
noticeable improvements. On this particular 
image I didn’t have to do too much— 
a little sharpening here, a color filter there;  
I downplayed the blue sky and gave it more of a 
“desert” feel, like how we discussed in an earlier 
tutorial. 
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Sharing is caring

Finding the photo is only the first half of it. 
The second half is getting it out there. After I 
edited this particular shot, I shared it on Flickr 
with under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial licence. I like that option 
because it allows your photos to spread quickly 
without necessarily giving it away for free. It can 
still earn revenue from commercial projects with 
permission—which is exactly what happened to 
me.

It was on Flickr that a publishing company’s art 
director saw my photo while seeking a cover 
photo for a new book. They contacted me, 
we discussed the fact that it was an image 
extracted from video, but they still thought 
it was the best image to represent the book. 
The contract was signed, and the book was 
printed and released to stores all over the world. 
Sometimes it’s as lucky as that.

Fly away

I wanted to end on this story to encourage you 
to keep an open mind and think outside the 
norm. For all the money I’ve spent on camera 
gear; for all the weighted tripods and filters, 
the wide-angle lenses and primes; for all the 
camera bodies I’ve upsold and upgraded—one 
of my most successful and popular images 
ironically came from a video still. It wasn’t a long 
exposure, time-lapse or tilt-shift. I didn’t use 
any of that fancy gear although I would have 
liked to. I just kept an open mind and looked for 
photography wherever possible.

And yes, there are elements of compositional 
creativity there—a cool color palette, the rule of 
thirds, a well-placed horizon line, and textures 
within the clouds, sea and land. It’s a good 
image. It adheres to the basic elements of art. 
But it was also born from luck. 

There is, quite literally, no way to know what 
will work and what will fail. The only way you 
can succeed is by looking at the world through 
perspectives nobody’s seen yet. Take your 
camera on an adventure; as the travellers say: 
Get lost. Preserve that childlike sense of wonder 
and explore the world around you. 

After all, photography’s a great excuse.


