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1  Taking Great Portraits 
I am a portrait photographer.  It doesn’t matter if I’m shooting grizzlies in Yellowstone or 
scenics in Zion, a wedding in a church or on a beach, seniors along a creek or families in a 
park – I am a portrait photographer.  There are many styles of photography that people 
are drawn to, some are: portraiture, environmental, story-telling, abstract, and editorial, 
to name just a few.  These styles of photography define the images we take.  I have always 
wanted to see my subjects clearly, with detail, with life in their eyes, and a sense of 
purpose in their actions, without distractions, but with a clear objective and meaning. 
 
Taking a great portrait image is to become personal with your subject.  For people, you are 
looking for an intimate look at their personality expressed in the image through 
expressions, composition, props, lighting, poses, or via some other means.  No area of 
photography, other than maybe still-life, gives you more control over how an image looks.  
As the photographer, you get to decide on clothes, locations, lighting, props, poses, smiles, 
foot position, etc – you are in complete control.  With that in mind you will fail in creating 
compelling portraits if you don’t pay attention to these multiple image inputs. 
 
I had a portrait studio for ten years.  When a new client hired me to shoot a portrait job – 
whether it was weddings, seniors, families, children – whatever, I took a few minutes to 
visit with them about their vision and expectations for the photographs.  This always put 
me, the photographer, and the client, on the same page.  Even as I shot the images I would 
visit with the client about poses, clothes, etc – anything that I thought would improve the 
quality of my output, the photographs.  I used my creativity and expertise to put their 
vision (and my vision) into reality. 
 
Equipment for better Portraits 
 
A professionally shot image requires a certain threshold of equipment.  The most 
important piece of equipment is always the tripod.  A steady, sturdy tripod with an 
adequate ball head and quick-release system is essential.  The quality of your image starts 
there. 
 
D-SLR cameras are of such high quality these days that any camera made after 2008 will 
perform adequately.  Some are better than others, but the tremendous variety of camera 
bodies and lenses makes it difficult to point to an exact model or lens as the best.  I can tell 
you what I shoot with: A Nikon D3s body (expensive), and for most of my portrait work, 
the Nikon 24-120mm zoom lens (less expensive).  There are better portrait lenses, like the 
85mm f1.8, but few can perform under so many conditions without having to be changed.  
That lens can go from individuals to large groups easily at a moderate cost. 
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Nikon Flash Unit Nikon 24-120 Lens Stroboframe Flash Bracket 

 
Another important piece of equipment is the flash bracket.  The flash mounts on the high 
mounting bar and connects to the camera via a TTL cord that slides into the hotshoe.  The 
arm of the bracket can be raised and lowered, and the plate where the camera attaches 
can be flipped to a vertical position – without changing the flash position above the 
camera.  With the flash above the camera, the flash-created shadow will be cast behind 
and below the subject.  Hotshoe mounted flashes create a harsh shadow when the 
background is close to the subject.  The bracket alleviates this and reduces another flash 
problem, red eye.  Red eye is caused by the flash bouncing light off the blood vessels in the 
back of the eye, back into the camera’s sensor.  The farther off-camera the flash is moved, 
the less red eye will be seen.  The bracket isn’t heavy, just kind of unwieldy and clumsy – 
but it improves your portraiture where flash is needed. 
 
Client Expectations 
 
Paying clients expect that you know what you’re doing.  One of the most common 
criticisms I heard about other photographers when I was starting out was that they were 
too slow, always looking at their images (checking the camera’s monitor) or not knowing 
what the next image should be.  When I shoot a wedding I have a mental list of “must 
have” images with the couple and families that I would work through.  If you don’t get a 
great image or two of the bride and her mother, or with her sisters, or with the groom – 
you have failed and your other images are just going to be ok.  Once I had completed them 
I would work through creative images based on the clothes, flowers, location, wedding 
party, and decorations I had on hand. 
 
I worked quickly because I knew my camera, knew what poses to use, and knew my clients 
and their expectations.  Confidence in your equipment comes from practice – and, of 
course, good equipment.  I received more compliments about shooting quickly, getting 
folks into and out of poses (before they left), and in being able to command the group.  
The photographer is in charge of the photography at a wedding, not the wedding 
consultant, and bows only to the mother or bride that hired them.  Wedding consultants 
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don’t know light, or posing, or compositions – they only know time.  Great photography 
can’t be rushed by a schedule. 

  
 
Images like these are non-traditional, but based on the location, the light, and the couple 
themselves – they work.  Great portrait photography is about moments.  We have to train 
ourselves to look for those moments, anticipate those moments, and even create those 
moments when none exist.  Everyone, well, at least most photographers, can take the 
classic, if standard family group images – but not everyone can use balance, props, and 
composition to create classic family group images. 
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2  Posing and Props 
 
Nothing puts a subject into perspective better than a well placed prop.  Maybe that prop 
reflects a person’s personality, maybe it’s seasonal, maybe it serves to soften an image or 
provide context – there are many possible reasons to use props – but probably the reason 
I like the best is it gives the subject something familiar to pose with.  When I was shooting 
everyday in my studio I found my portrait subjects, especially children and seniors, relaxed 
quicker when I used props in the images.  Here are some images where props really helped 
me create the image. 

This client really lit up during the studio portion of her 
senior image shoot when we began using her cowboy 
hat.  She relaxed, smiled more, and that allowed me 
to create much more personable images.  There are 
many types of props that might work with different 
people, such as flowers, clothes, cuddly toys, and 
even their hands. 
 
You can feel (or rather, see) that your photography is 
improving when a client relaxes.  Sometimes it can be 
a physical clothing prop, like the cowboy hat, or it can 
be something as simple as a prop to lean against.  
That might be a tree, a fence, a picnic table, steps, 
columns, a car, or even a horse or bicycle.   

 
The attention span of children is short, 
sometimes very short.  I found that when I 
couldn’t get children to concentrate for me I 
would just go to a nearby park and have them 
play on the park’s equipment.  With the help 
and encouragement of their mother, and her 
direction where to go and what to be playing 
on, I had an easier time photographing their 
children.  Many times these images became 
classic expressions of the child’s energy and 
playfulness.  I always plan on spending more 
time with children; it just seems to take them 
longer to warm-up to being photographed. 
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In this engagement image, the infinity perspective 
of the pier railings, the clothing, and roller blades 
are all props.  Taken as a whole, the image uses 
these props, and the subject poses and 
movement, to create a feeling of togetherness, 
love, and eternity.  I generally like to include the 
subject’s eyes in engagement photos, having 
them holding hands but looking in the camera’s 
general direction – but here there movement and 

direction works to tell a story.  We shot a number of different poses, most skating towards 
the camera, but with the names of the back of the jerseys this image just seemed to work 
best. 

Posing and props go together.  I’m not an elegant 
poser; I’m a practical poser – hoping that the poses 
relax the subject.  Some folks can pose naturally, with 
little or no help from me.  My job is to make sure their 
poses look natural and add to the impact of the 
image.  In the following images I want to point out 
how the pose was helped by the selection of the 
props.  

In this image (right) the tree trunk acted like a 
window for my senior to pose with.  It was a great 
prop and I was able to use the tree trunk in a number 
of poses.  Not only does the aspen tree allow for a 
comfortable pose, but having her hands up near her 
face is an added benefit.  A girl’s hands are a distinctly 
feminine prop, softening her image.   

While there are no hard and fast rules to posing, we 
do have to look through the prism of our experiences for likes and dislikes.  Personally, I 
like a girl’s hands to be visible in the image.  Her hands could be holding a prop, sometimes 
near the subject’s face, sometimes showing off jewelry (like an engagement ring), wrapped 
around her fiancée or husband, or even stroking a child’s face.  There is something 
uniquely feminine about a woman’s hands.  What I avoid is posing in any position that 
could be deemed sexual instead of just feminine.  I guess I could explain some of the rules I 
follow in masculine and feminine posing, and why.  I photograph families, children, 
seniors, and all the variables of weddings – like engagements, bridals, ceremonies, etc.  I 
don’t do boudoir photography or anything that would be considered risqué or sexual – I 
just don’t.  No open shirts, no lacey underclothes, no overtly sexual poses, etc.  Why you 
might ask?  That kind of photography doesn’t correspond with my own personal beliefs 
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about photography lifting a person’s self-worth, or with the beliefs of the mother’s of the 
bulk of my clients.   

Masculine vs Feminine Posing 

Guys need to look strong, solid, and trustworthy.  When I pose guys I am always looking 
for some unique dynamic about them.  It might be physical, it might be based on their 
personality, or even on their relationship with brothers, etc.  I like guys to pose square to 
the camera, leaning in if possible.  Having guys leaning into an image expresses confidence, 
energy, and just a little bit of aggressiveness that I find photographs well. 

 
 
Engagement photos are another good opportunity to make guys look loving, yet protective 
and strong.  Many women like to pose in some position behind their guys, letting the guy 
be in front, with them posed to him.  This accomplishes both posing goals: him looking 
strong and leader-like, and her looking feminine.  Femininity is not weak, it’s a product of 
personality and couple dynamics when considering engagement photos. 

When couples are posed incorrectly, girls taking on masculine positions or guys posing in 
feminine positions, regardless of their sexual orientation – the images appear to be forced 
and uncomfortable.  Gender neutral posing, which means couples identically posed, is 
another way to diminish the strength of proper masculine vs feminine posing. 
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In these two portrait images I used classic, casual posing to create images of a loving 
family.  The parents and kids are close together, the clothes are appropriate for the 
season, and the dad’s look happy.  The props in the photo shot in the summer, at left, are 
the river, the rock they are sitting on, and the bright colors of the clothes.  In the autumn 
family image, at right, the wood fence and gate, the leaves, and the warm clothes are 
props.  These two images reflect feminine posing from the girls and mothers, and 
masculine posing of the dad’s – though sometimes posing dads is just to highlight his wife 
and kids.  

The vast majority of my portraiture clients were women.  Women hire you for 
photography events, and they either continue to hire you – or fire you, based on your 
work.  Posing is so important to that relationship because there is a level of trust that must 
be part of the process with their daughters, sisters, and themselves.  I’m very careful about 
photographing femininity and not sexuality.  As a male photographer I feel added pressure 
to pose correctly.  When I pose girls it is important that they have curves, but I use their 
hips, the angle of their stance, the angle of their head, and the position of hands to gain 
those curves.   
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This is another senior image with the same aspen tree trunk as a prop.  The angle of the 
tree, the angle of her head, her hanging hair, and her hands make this image work.  A soft 
background and simple fill light set this photo off.  I find that the amazing part of 

portraiture is how expressive a person’s eyes are, and as in 
wildlife photography, that is always the point of focus.  This cute 
image of these little girls, the same ones posing in the river with 
their parents, brings out the right amount of femininity for their 
ages.  Fun smiles, bright clothes, and cute lines made this image 
a valuable portrait to their parents.  The surprising thing was how 
easy children can pose – like they have been doing it their whole 
lives.  Another great prop in this image is the church columns.  By 
shooting at an angle the columns are layered and provide a very 
clean background to shoot against. 

Flowers are another can’t miss prop that can be incorporated 
into most wedding photography, such as engagements, bridals, and formals – as well as 
some kids images.  I always kept a couple of plastic flower arrangements in different colors 
and styles in my studio so that they could be used if real flowers weren’t brought to the 
shoot.  A few miles from my studio there is an acre or so of wild growing Chinese poppies 
that I used consistently over the years when they were in bloom – for about three weeks 
in June.  
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There is something about flowers that is 
fresh and softening to most portrait images.  
These images reflect that.   
 
The field of poppies is just too good to pass 
up.  In the image above, my subject was 
dressed perfectly in a yellow/gold dress and 
she wasn’t feeling all that good, so no 
smiles.  But her looks to the camera were 
cute.  The backlighting on her blonde hair 

was a perfect match for the sun’s glow on her dress.  It was hot that day and she had some 
reflective kick back from the fill flash on her checks and forehead that I toned down in 
processing the image.  I also softened the flowers some. 
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Here are some other posing and prop ideas: 

 ▪ Control the subjects hands. 

 ▪ Clothing choices can put people in context. 

 ▪ Dark tops and shirts draw a viewer’s focus right to the subject’s face. 

 ▪ Long sleeves. 

 ▪ Hips away, rotate the torso, face towards the camera. 

 ▪ Angle shoulders. 

 ▪ Have guys lean into the camera for a more masculine pose. 

 ▪ Use indirect lighting for babies. 

 ▪ Use a window (real or fg elements, like branches) to frame your subject. 

 ▪ Use a wide-angle lens to be close, but still include the environment. 

 ▪ Pull up a chair. 

 ▪ Alter your perspective and shoot at angles. 

 ▪ Shoot candids where the connection isn’t to the camera. 

 ▪ Shoot walk-aways. 

 ▪ You can change the story of the subject by changing the lens you are using. 

 ▪ Find the dirt or sand and have the subject go barefooted. 

 ▪ Playground equipment. 

 ▪ Look for compositional keys, like silhouettes and leading lines. 

 ▪ Use crowds and movement to isolate your subject. 

 ▪ Process images for a high key look. 

 ▪ Make things different with bw, sepia, and bw/color mixed images. 
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3  Shooting with Natural Light 

Shooting portraits in natural light, without flash, has to be done carefully but can produce 
outstanding results.  While flash can produce strong background shadow lines natural light 
fills the overall image smoothly.  While the strength of direct sunlight can be harsh on 
human skin and easily cause over-exposure, subject placement becomes even more critical 
in setting up the image.    

Another consideration is that because the 
flash fires very fast (must faster than the 
flash sync speed) it helps in creating a 
sharper appearing image.  Natural light 
portraits can appear softer effect, mainly 
due to the larger f-stop needed.  Using 
window light is one way to use natural 
light – with some ability to control angles 
and intensity.   

In this image (right) I added one stop of 
light (+1 eV, which slows the shutter 
speed by half) to better brighten the 
shadow side of this girl’s face.  The trade 
off was a little burn to her blonde hair at 
the top of her head that doesn’t really 
reduce the quality of the image. 

I did not use a reflector here, though I 
probably could have.  Reflectors are 
inexpensive and have numerous uses 
beyond just adding fill light.  Most 
reflectors have a white side and a gold 
side, allowing the photographer to influence the color of the light being reflected into the 
subject’s face.   
Obviously, the gold side will warm the light reaching the subject.  The white side of the 
reflector is neutral and keeps skin tones from being adversely effected by nearby sources 
of color, such as reflected leaves. Reflectors come in many sizes; I keep one in  
my vehicle whenever I’m shooting, and have used it to shade subjects when not using it 
for its primary purpose. 

Reflectors are also a popular choice for photographers who don’t want to rely on flash, or 
the “popped” skin tones that flash photography produces.  You can produce images with 
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flash that have no tell-tale “pop”, but it means very careful use of the power controls of 
the flash, given the flash to subject distance.  

In the top image I was careful to find a time of day when 
the light was reflecting down this alleyway but not 
directly hitting the wall.  That provided me with enough 
reflected light to get good skin tones and to fill the 
shadow side of the face.  I slightly over-exposed this 
image to make sure I wouldn’t have to add fill light in 
processing, which can add noise and discoloration to the 
side of his face in shadow. 

I also didn’t use a reflector because the image would lose 
the slight shadows on the fill side of his face, and those 
shadows add contouring and, in this image, create a nice 
dark chin line that helps define his face.  There are times 
when using reflected light, like in this alley, that there 
could be a color shift.  Here, the brick are close to skin 
tone, but if they were brighter red that red could shift 
colors in the image and require you to reset the colors 
using the eyedropper tools in the Levels Dialog Box in 
Elements or CS. 

I love the opportunity to shoot silhouettes.  I pulled this 
wedding day couple away from their reception for ten 
minutes when I saw these bright colors in the sunset.  We 
raced up a nearby hill in my vehicle and found an 
overlook of the valley below.  Perfect.  The key to 
shooting silhouettes is to underexpose the overall image 
by about a stop of light, then in Levels, slide the gray 
marker to the right to darken the images mid-tones as 
well.  This is also a classically composed image using 
simple balance.  While the horizon is in the middle, each 
person has equal space with the sun flaring between 
them.  
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4  Family Photography 

As a portrait photographer this are your bread-and-butter job.  Families allow you to 
create professionally shot images that will push you ahead of your competition.  
Photographing families was fun for me, and they rewarded good images by printing them 
large – and telling all their friends about you.  When I first began photographing families 
decades ago my average print order was a few hundred dollars.  As my posing abilities 
improved, my retouching skills improved, and my business skills improved average family 
print orders grew until I was earning over a thousand dollars on many sittings, and several 
thousand dollars on some. 

What changed?  In a word, balance.  Balance in posing, balance in the selection of images I 
shot, and balance in my approach to selling those images.  In my seminars I always joke 
that mothers (and grandmothers) hire you, and they can fire you by not hiring you again.  
Over the years I found that there were some key traits that increased the value of that 
family sitting from a photography point-of-view.  Here goes … 

Physical Balance 

Mothers, my target clients, seemed to like images where there was a balanced feel to the 
image – and I guess by balance I mean horizontal, some space around the family, with 
individuals posed carefully within the image.  Now, these are two typical images of 
medium-sized families.  I put the parents in the middle, surrounded by their families. 

  
While there is nothing special about the posing, the balance is obvious – as is the use of 
props in the images, especially the image at right.  The stairs, railing, leaves – are all props. 

The family, at left, is wearing similar clothes that bind them together as a family, and the 
outdoor setting and poppies add to the quality of the image.   
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The photography techniques behind these images are all the same.  I used a tripod with a 
flash mounted on a bracket.  My ISO was 200, at f13 and 1/60 second.  I usually had 
enough time on location to shoot a number of different group poses so that mom had a 
selection of images.  Once the large group images were completed, I started shooting kids, 
individual families, couples, grandparents, etc, trying to cover all my bases.  Those images 
could be just as important to the folks in them as the large family image. 

In the studio I found it much easier to shoot more formal images, such as families that 
were wearing suits and dresses.  I used a simple black cloth background that centered all 
your attention on the family.  A correctly positioned set of hair lights served to separate 
the family (and the dark suits) from the background by placing a glowing edge along their 
clothes and hair. 

 
 
Another tactic that I used was trying to shoot relatively small families (maybe 7 or fewer 
members) in a semi check-to-cheek pose, like the family above.  This image works on a 
number of levels: it crops out unneeded waist lines, the closer faces are together the more 
the family seems to love each other and get along, going to black-and-white evens out 
different facial skin tones, and mom, in red (along with the ties), with her arms around 
some of the kids and her husband, binds the image together.  This image has balance, 
great tones and color, great smiles – and a degree of visible comfort that only a close 
family could have.  

Balance in Image Selection 

I thoroughly photograph a family if I’m not under time or weather constraints.  No matter 
what package they might be paying for, I’m shooting every combination of folks in the 
family.  It’s always better to provide more images (after all, digital proofs are free) to a 
client than it is to provide too few.   
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In this large family group image there are many obvious choices for additional images.  I 
shot each individual family, each set of parents, each group of kids in each family, the 
grandparents and grandkids, the original family, the original family with married in 
spouses, the grandkids by themselves as a group – and then I asked if anybody had any 
special requests, and I ended up doing headshots of two seniors that didn’t want full 
blown senior images taken.  The final print order was in the thousands.   

The family on the far left was added to the photo weeks later after missing a connection 
on their flight out of Hawai’i.  The skin tones are a bit more contrasty than those of the 
original image, but close – as are the tones of the boy on the far right who was added.  
Being able to make adjustments to the images (like leaving space in the big image to add 
the family later) is important – as the main reason I’m doing this large family shot is 
because Grandma wanted everyone in one image.  Also, eleven faces (mostly the 
grandkids sitting) had to be exchanged for faces in other images so I had either neutral or 
happy looks on everyone’s faces.  Digital photography has created an environment that 
gives the photographer an opportunity to create near perfect images, something that 
could not be done as well with film. 

 
 

  



 

 
Page 18 of 52 

5  Portrait Processing Tips 
You have to become a software geek in order to provide the type of quality processing to 
your images that your clients expect.  My choices are fairly simple: either Adobe 
Photoshop’s Elements (current version is 10) or CS (current version is 6).  CS, or Complete 
System is just the full blown version of Photoshop, while Elements is the slimmed down, 
less expensive consumer edition of Photoshop.  Both these programs allow for the use of 
layers and masks, two powerful tools in image processing. 

 
 
The image above, with mixed color and bw tones, was as simple to create as duplicating a 
layer and changing its blending options – that’s it.  Though the CS series of programs offer 
greater control over image processing, both programs are amazingly advanced and can 
produce exactly the results we desire.  Here are some quick tips for portrait processing: 

 1.  Always do your work on successive layers.  Don’t just work on the background 
layer because if mistakes are made, there comes a point where you can’t just undo the 
changes.  The Layers Palette should always be open.  In portrait retouching, one layer 
could be work on skin, one layer on the hair, one layer on eyes and teeth, etc.  That way 
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incase mistakes are made you can delete the offending layer and save the rest of your 
work. 

 2.  Pay particular attention to the tool options.  When you select a tool, like the 
Clone Stamp, options appear in the tool options bar above the image.  Tools don’t have to 
be used full strength, sometimes using lower exposure levels, and lower opacity levels, 
allows your changes to blend.  If you think a layer is too strong, simply reduce the opacity 
of that layer until the changes blend better. 

 3.  Most portrait images benefit from careful, selective sharpening.  You can make a 
selection of the subject, then apply (slowly) sharpening to just that area.  Don’t apply 
global changes (to the whole image) if you don’t need to. 

 4.  On headshots, especially for women, your retouching goal should be a natural 
look – not the digital equivalent of facial reconstruction surgery.  It’s always better to 
make a person look 10 years’ younger, rather than 20 years younger. 

 5.  Color balance your images using the eyedroppers in either the Levels or Curves 
dialog box.  Find a spot in the image that should be pure white and use the white 
eyedropper to select that point to reset the images colors.  The same is true with either 
the gray or black eyedroppers.  I probably use the gray eyedropper the most.  Resetting 
the colors can remove hidden (hard to see) color biases from the image. 

 6.  As the portrait gets tighter to a person’s face, the eyes become more important 
to retouch.  Take your time to remove reflective bright spots that are flash spots in the 
water around the orb of the eye that helps it rotate.  Remove stray eyelashes.  Slightly 
whiten the white area around the eye. 

 7.  When using masks remember the photoshop saying “Black conceals, White 
reveals.”  When you apply a black mask to hide a layer, you then use the paintbrush with 
white selected (at a low opacity setting) to paint in transparency to the mask, showing only 
selected areas of the layer.  If you are unsure how to create masks, look it up in the Help 
Section of the program - or you could purchase the $4 PDF file from me on Image 
Processing.  Both will fully explain the use of masks to apply local changes to an image. 

 8.  A regular workflow is the best habit you can have when you first open an image 
you want to process it.  Create a new layer (Ctrl or Cmd + J).  Adjust Levels if needed (Ctrl 
or Cmd + L).  Adjust Color Saturation if needed (Ctrl or Cmd + U).  Adjust 
Brightness/Contrast if needed.  Select the subject to sharpen, don’t sharpen out-of-focus 
areas of the image, or areas of continuous tones.  Save with a new name so you don’t 
overwrite the original image.  Other steps are possible as your processing becomes more 
refined – but this is a start. 
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6  Professional Landscapes 

To be a good landscape photographer is to be a mixture of talented people, kind of a 
fusion of technician and artist - all wrapped up into one.  The technician in you has to be 
proficient at knowing how your camera operates, and the various camera techniques that 
apply to landscapes.  You must be able to apply the principles of good composition, as well 
as hyperfocal distance and image sharpness.  And finally, the artist in you must be able 
visualize the beauty of a scene, to position the subject, foreground elements, and angle of 
light that will both stimulate the viewer and reflect your personal tastes.  We will talk 
about the technician/artist relationship in a later chapter. 

 
Figure 1  Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument 

 
There is nothing easy about learning landscape photography.  After nearly 30 years in the 
field I still struggle to put all the pieces together and capture the images that I see in my 
mind.  I have to work at, and then keep working at it.  We are blessed with some of the 
most beautiful scenic landscape destinations in the world, all within a day’s drive of my 
home in California.  To shoot these locations in a cavalier manner and just take snapshots, 
instead of photographs, would be a tragedy for a photographer.   

While wildlife photography is done at the moment of an encounter, we have more time to 
consider landscapes.  The time of day and angle of light, compositions using different 
elements or foreground objects, filters, etc – there is time to consider these different 
variables.   
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I have shot the Grand Canyon, both North and South rims, many times and each time I 
walk up to the edge I’m overcome by the magnitude of what I see.  I feel an urge to try and 
shoot it all, rim to rim, and get it all on one breathtaking image – but it never happens that 
way.  Great landscapes are built on compositional rules that assist us in setting up our 
shot.  They aren’t hard and fast rules, but rules that can give us guidance to begin the 
process of composing the image. 

 

The Rule-of-Thirds 
 
The principle here is dividing up the viewfinder with two vertical lines and two horizontal 
lines equally spaced.  Many modern digital cameras actually have a menu selection called 
“Grid” that you can turn on and off.  On my camera having this selected places two 
horizontal lines in my viewfinder that serve as a visual reminder to remember this 
compositional rule.  Placing important elements of an image at one of the four points 
where the lines cross can give your image a sense of balance, a sense of fitting into the 
environment, and provide a sweep for your eye as it goes through the image. 

Landscapes, like all images, have to have a main subject.  It could be a mountain being 
reflected in a lake, a series of waterfalls cascading down a hill, or a dramatic view from 
Cape Royale on the North Rim of the Grand Canyon to the rock monoliths that form mesas 
within the canyon.  It could be the quality of light coming through trees, the color of leaves 
in trees or on the ground on an autumn day, or a meadow of wildflowers.  There are 
innumerable subject possibilities, but one thing is not a subject, and that’s everything.  

Figure 2  Zion National Park 
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When you see a scene that you want to photograph, like a surgeon, you have to decide 
what parts of the scene are the most important, and what parts can be cut out without 
ruining it.  By using the rule-of-thirds you can frame and compose images that will add to 
the impact of the main subject, while cropping out parts of the image that might be 
distracting.  

The previous two images have strong rule-of-thirds compositions.  The main subjects (the 
white rock hoodoo in Figure 1, the twisted pine in Figure 2) are both placed near the 
crossing points of the grid, in the top left corner.  In both images there are elements that 
lead you eye to the subjects (the pink rock layer in Figure 1, the layers of sandstone in 
Figure 2). 

   Here is visual layout of the rule-
of-thirds.  When I’m looking 
through the viewfinder, whether 
I have the grid turned on or off, 
this is what I’m looking for:  parts 
of my image that will naturally 
fall into the composition created 
by this rule.   
 
This barn image does that fairly 
easily.  The horizon line, as 
judged by the meeting of the 
barn and grass, is level and 
follows the top horizontal line.  
The barn is in the top third, and 
the first post of the fence line 
comes into the image at the 
bottom right line intersection.  
The post also brings in another 
important compositional 
element, and that is foreground 
elements.  We will discus 
foreground (fg) elements next, 
but this image has both the fg 
elements and the rule-of-thirds. 

 
 
In Figure 4 (below), the amazing geologic formation known as the Racetrack in Death 
Valley National Park, the horizon line is at the top third, the biggest rock is at the bottom 
third, and the tracks come into the image from the left third.  Not all landscape images 

Figure 3  Yosemite National Park 
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need to have the rule-of-thirds applied, but it is a great starting point for considering 
composition.  Much like having a workflow to follow in processing digital images, I have a 
vision-flow I follow in order to compose images, and this is where I start, with the rule-of-
thirds. 

 
Figure 4  Death Valley National Park 

 
Foreground Elements and Windows 

Great landscape photographers have a style that always includes interesting foreground 
(fg) elements that add to the main subject, overall image sharpness, and improve image 
composition.  Foreground elements add compositional interest to an image through the 
arrangement of lesser subjects.  In Figure 4 the fg element isn’t the rocks, it is the pattern 
of clay on the playa leading to the rocks.  This fg element leads your eye into the image in 
search of the subject.   

One type of fg element is the use of “windows” (see Figure 5) to draw your eye into the 
image.  Windows could be actual windows; they could be areas of selective focus (blurred) 
that bring you to the sharp subject, they could be other elements like tree branches, 
shadows – or even negative space in the image.   Any of these types of fg elements 
improve composition by adding interesting visuals and leading the viewer to the subject.  
In Figure 5 I’m shooting through an adobe window in the Balcony House ruins at Mesa 
Verde National Park in Colorado.  While out-of-focus, the window frames my composition 
of the interior ruins. 
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Another advantage to having fg elements is they can be used as the point-of-focus in the 
landscape image.  The reality is that when we see something very sharp in the fg and then 
look into the rest of the image for the subject, we mentally transfer some of that fg 
element sharpness into the rest of the image.  I don’t know why, we just do.  Our minds 
are powerful tools that can create a certain amount of reality, in this case sharpness, 
where it may not have been as obvious.  This is particularly true when we see off-white 
(like beige) walls or light walls under lighting that adds a color bias (like fluorescent 
lighting) – our minds can make those walls appear to look white, even though they aren’t. 

 

The use of fg elements and windows is critical in composing landscapes due to the power 
of these visual ques.  How we place those elements is a preference each photographer 
develops over time, part of their own particular style.  I look for these elements whenever 
I’m shooting landscapes because they improve the images.  Now, this isn’t a rule set in 
cement, but is a strong guideline for image composition.  In October 2012 I was leading a 
photo safari in the San Juan Mountains of southwest Colorado, an area with not only 
tremendous fall color, but with historical mines and mining equipment scattered 
throughout.   

While shooting near the Red Mountain Mining District, off highway 550 (aka the Million 
Dollar Highway) we were following a dirt road and found a unique looking mine building.  
It had some of the usual rusted equipment lying around, but it had a unique building with 
the windows and much of the siding gone.   

Figure 5  Mesa Grande National Park 
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As I moved around the building I was struck by the “window” effect in that small area, with 
magnificent views to the bordering mountains.  The light wasn’t perfect, and the wood 
framing of the building wasn’t perfect, but with some careful processing the results create 
an interesting landscape that blends mountains and mining. 

 

Figure 6  The San Juan Mountains of Colorado 
 
Patterns and Disappearing Lines  

These two concepts are meant as guidelines in adding interest to an image or in the 
selection of a subject.   When I’m in the field shooting I’m looking, always looking … and as 
I look I’m running through these concepts in my mind – is there a pattern that draws my 
attention, colors that seem unique or well placed, lines that come into or leaves my image 
area – as well as looking for foreground elements, rule of thirds, windows, etc.  How much 
attention we pay, how deep we are willing to search, will directly relate to the visual value 
of our photography. 
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This image (Figure 7) has a fenceline with a strong diagonal line coming into the image, 
then exiting.  I feel that this type of compositional element gives the image a feeling of 
stability and interest.  It gives my main subject, the wildflowers (Mule’s Ears and Blue 
Camas), a place in a much larger scene.  The fenceline leads your eye through the scene 
and then out, smoothly. 

This pattern image of 
Mustang Clover (Figure 8) 
was photographed with a 
60mm macro lens.  These 
small flowers create an 
interesting pattern of colors 
and textures.  You can 
photograph these flowers as 
a carpet, as individuals, or as 
groups - which is what I’ve 
done here.  The colors are 
dominant and create an 
interesting pattern.   

Backlighting and Color 

Figure 7  Cache National Forest - Utah 

Figure 8  Sequoia National Park 
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Sometimes these landscape techniques go together.  While backlighting is a way of 
increasing the level of contrast in an image (black against any color being dramatic), the 
more color in the image the better.   While not a landscape image, this Northern Shoveler 
duck (Figure 9) paddling through some reflected sunset light is the perfect example of 
backlighting and color. 

 

Most of the time these images require some underexposure in order to keep the camera’s 
meter from adding light to brighten an overall dark scene.  This image was taken with a 
500mm lens, an exposure of F4 at 1/750 second, ISO 400, and -1 eV compensation, and 
then I darkened it further in processing to create a truer silhouette of the duck. 

 

In this backlit landscape (Figure 10) underexposure was needed to black out the 
foreground mountain.  In this case it was -2 eV, which accomplished two things:  it 
silhouetted the mountain and it protected the colors of the sunset.  Because the evening 
sky is so dark the camera’s meter is usually fooled into over-exposure, which washes out 
the delicate colors of sunset.  Reds and oranges are reduced to pinks and yellows in over-
exposed sunsets.  Either use filters or underexposure to keep the sunset colors bright. 

  

Figure 9  Bosque del Apache NWR – New Mexico 

Figure 10  Cave Valley, Zion National Park 
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7  Hyperfocal Distance 

 
Hyperfocal distance (HFD) means that point at which you can focus, with a given lens at a 
given F-stop, to achieve the maximum foreground-to-background area of depth-of-field 
(dof) in an image.  This point-of-focus distance can be easily memorized or written on a 
card, laminated, and kept in your camera bag or vest for future reference.  My iPhone has 
an app (DOFMaster) that will allow me to input the critical information of camera sensor 
size, lens (in mm), and f-stop, and then it will calculate the HFD to focus at – and the area 
of dof, from front edge to infinity. You can also download a free program at:  
www.dofmaster.com .    

This is a handy program that will calculate these figures using any camera sensor, lens and 
any combination of f-stops and distances.  Also, you don’t need to download the program 
if you don’t want – you can figure the HDF right on your screen and just write them down 
like I did.  My advice is to never leave home without it. 
 
 Here is an example: 

Nikon D3s Body – FX Sensor     
 24mm Lens at f16 – HFD is: Focus at 4.02’  (2’ to ∞  in focus) 
 24mm Lens at f11 – HFD is: Focus at 5.65’  (2.82’ to  ∞ in focus) 
 24mm Lens at f8 – HFD is: Focus at 7.95’  (3.98’ to ∞ in focus) 
       
Nikon D2x Body – DX Sensor (1.5 crop)     
 24mm Lens at f16 – HFD is: Focus at 5.98’ (2.99’ to ∞ in focus) 
 24mm Lens at f11 – HFD is: Focus at 8.43’ (4.22’ to ∞ in focus) 
 24mm Lens at f8 – HFD is: Focus at 11.9’ (5.95’ to ∞ in focus) 
       
 Inputting Canon cameras (with both FX and DX lenses, though the DX 

lenses have a different crop factor) would get you similar results.  The 
Infinity symbol ∞ is used here to show the far point of dof. 

 
  

 
 
The trick to using HFD is to focus at a distance, not necessarily on the subject which is 
probably farther away - and the let the dof, created by that particular f-stop, include the 
subject.  Now, I mentioned earlier in Chapter 6 that using a fg element improves the 
overall sharpness of the landscape … especially if that fg element is at the HFD for the 
chosen f-stop.  Knowing the HFD for often used lenses and their f-stop combinations will 
help you greatly in the field.  It’s not difficult to remember that when I’m shooting a 24mm 
lens and need f16 for the appropriate DOF my HFD is 4’ (actually 4.02 feet) – which means 
everything from 2’ to Infinity will be in relative focus.  I just need to remember to focus at 

http://www.dofmaster.com/
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4 feet.  If I want a better quality image by shooting at F11, then my HFD is 6’ (actually 
5.65’), which I just round up to 6’ in the field.  Everything from 3’ to Infinity is in focus.   

Write them down and keep them handy in the field.  If you have both cropped and full-
frame sensors then make two lists.  Knowing the focusing distance for your camera to 
achieve the maximum dof for an image at a particular F-stop is an important tool for the 
landscape photographer.   

There are two small issues to remember in using the HFD to shoot landscapes.  First, how 
do you focus at 8.43’?  Well you can carry a small tape measure and use it to focus as a 
distance aid or you can round up to 9’ by guessing – I guess.  Second, once you focus at 
8.43’ the background (with the subject) looks blurry in the viewfinder since the f-stop is 
always wide open (largest f-stop, like f2.8 or f4). You must learn to NOT refocus the lens.  
Remember that the bright viewfinder is due to the lens not stopping down to the set f-
stop until it actually shoots the image, so it’s at its maximum large F-stop until then – 
which shows very little DOF.  Turn off the auto-focus on the lens and shoot the image – or 
place something in the image at that distance and allow the lens to focus on it by selecting 
the focusing grid that covers it - it won’t be out-of-focus when you view it later.  I would 
suggest placing a fg element there.  

The fg element here is the autumn leaves.  Taken 
with my Nikon D2x (DX Sensor with a 1.5 crop 
factor), 12-24mm DX lens at 18mm, at f22 and a 
shutter-speed (ss) of 4.5 seconds, ISO 100, and a 
tripod.  My HFD was 2.41’, which I just rounded to 
2.5’ and then guessed the approximate distance.  
That puts my point-of-focus about the middle of the 
yellow leaves, with my close focus being about 1.2’ 
and my far focus being Infinity.   

My range of dof begins with the leaves at the 
bottom of the image and continues to the small 
waterfall (actually to Infinity) in the background.  
This image was shot in raw and processed to a jpg.  I 
used a 5-shot bracket at .5 eV apart, the camera’s 
self timer at 2 seconds, and a polarizing filter.  Had I 
not used a HFD chart and just focused on the 
waterfall (the main subject), the leaves would be 
blurry at the bottom.  Had I not used the correct f-
stop, a tripod, or the camera’s self timer the chance 

for a blurry image would have increased with such a long ss.  Had I not bracketed the 
exposures I would have had a slightly washed out image – since the best shot of the 5 
bracketed images was the -.5 eV shot.  Had I not used a polarizer (which accounts for the 
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long ss) I would have reflections from the wet leaves and rock decreasing the quality of the 
image due to glare.  All these ideas work together in creating a great image. 

 

 
This image was taken in the ghost town of Bodie, California, and is vastly improved by 
positioning the rusted out coupe in the foreground at the HFD.   It not only provides a 
point of sharp focus, but it adds to the bygone era feeling of the old Bodie buildings.  Since 
I wasn’t right next to the car I was able to use an f-stop that was closer to the lens sweet 
spot – f13 in this case.  This setting gave me a HFD of 7.1 feet at 24mm with my zoom lens.  
I stood back about 8 feet from the car, set up my tripod, and composed my image knowing 
my DOF would run from about 3.76’ to Infinity...all thanks to my I-phone app. 

Go back to chapter 6 and review Figures 1-4.  All of them were shot using the correct HFD, 
lens, and f-stop in order to achieve maximum dof.  In Figure 4, the rocks at the Racetrack 
are a little over 2’ in front of the lens – and they are sharp, the mountains 10 miles away in 
the background appear just as sharp.  Foreground to background sharpness is what 
Hyperfocal Distance (HFD) is all about.  Try it. 
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8  Technician vs Architect 

 
This is where all the elements of landscape photography come together.  The 
photographer understands the equipment, the use of tripods, exposure compensation, 
changing focusing grids, knowing how to find the hyperfocal distance for a lens at a 
specific aperture setting; then applying rules of composition and looking for supporting 
elements like color, silhouettes, foreground objects, and patterns and disappearing lines.  
When I speak of photography engineering I’m speaking of understanding the skills of 
composition and applied techniques in depth-of-field 

The technician dabbles in using all these elements and produces reasonable landscape 
images that raise the level of their photography beyond just snapshots.  They understand 
the foundational principles – but lack the magic for pushing them into the realm of art.   

The architect uses them consistently, at every opportunity, to produce stunning images 
that tickle your emotions and wish you were there to see it yourself.  Their images have 
moved beyond just adequately capturing a scene, to their style interpreting that scene and 
creating art with it.  While an architect’s first home designs might seem austere, utilitarian, 
or maybe even simple – the last homes he/she designs at the end of a career are full of 
subtle beauty, simplicity, and integrate all the knowledge they have learned and all the 
techniques in design that have been integrated within his breadth of work.  In other 
words, great landscape photography is a learning process.  

As the architect, the creator, the designer of your landscape images you have to change 
how you see, and what you see.  Your mind has to be constantly applying different 
compositional possibilities to the world you are viewing … until there is a match, and 
something stimulating pops up suddenly into view.  Then when you see something you 
have to be willing to get out of your car and see more.  You have to drag your tripod with 
you, down to the beach or up on a hill – the weather might be warm or cold, windy or still, 
snowing or rainy; you have to be willing to sacrifice a few early mornings of sleep, or some 
early bedtimes.  Sometimes great locations are more than a few miles away – with stiff 
hotel beds and bad café food on the list of demands to shoot a particular location, but you 
have to do it.  Push your artistry as far as you feel like you can – and in doing that you will 
learn landscape photography. 

I push myself to look harder into a scene, work harder at applying the skills I know, shoot 
better using my camera and tripod and filters, and process images better as my photoshop 
skills never stop increasing.  At the end of my career as a photographer I know I will be 
shooting my best work. 
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Story 
 
I was in Zion National Park on a photo safari in November 2003 when I took this image 
with my Mimaya 645 on Provia 120 slide film, using a 150mm lens and tripod.  It is one of 
my favorite landscape images due to many of the reasons outlined in the previous 
chapters.  As we drove through Zion that day, shooting dramatic landscapes with hoodoos 
and magnificent rock monoliths, I kept looking small.  Zion Canyon is full of Rocky 
Mountain Maples and Gambel’s Oak all changing colors this time of year, and we stopped 
and photographed what we saw.  As we continued through the day I felt like I was missing 
something, though I wasn’t sure what. 

We parked in a pull-out between the Grotto and Weeping Rock in Zion Canyon, I wanted 
to get into the trees, not just shoot them from a distance as part of a wider landscape 
shot.  My group of five photographers dutifully followed me up the hill, on the east side of 
the valley, and into the trees.  Deer trails were everywhere, creating  transportation routes 
parralel to the canyon’s road, providing safe passage for the deer that were just then going 
into the annual rut.  As I hiked higher up the slope and crossed through the trees I looked 
back down towards the road.  And there in front of me I was visually stunned. 

Not the park, not the sheer canyon walls, not even the forest of glowing Fremont 
Cottonwoods lining the Virgin River – nothing had reached out and grabbed me more than 
what I saw.   I looked directly into the maple tree I had just passed under and saw the dark 
branches forking off at angles like veins coming from the human heart.  Each branch 
seemed to blend into blazing red and orange colors as it got smaller and smaller, until 
there was only leaves.  At first I wasn’t sure what I was so intrigued by, but the longer I 
looked the more symbolism it took on for me.  You know, photography is a personal thing, 
a personal expression and interpretation of a scene.  Others might not have seen it like I 
did, or been struck as much, or felt that same exhilaration of discovery that I was feeling, 
but it was there for me.   

I pointed it out to the others and they seemed less than thrilled, not visionless, just with so 
much beauty around us they started shooting other groups of trees and grand views of 
color.  I was good with that,  we all have diffferent personal visions.   

I chose a longer lens for the camera to minimize how much I was seeing in the viewfinder – 
leaves and branches, that’s all I wanted – no ground, no towering rock walls, not even the 
top of the tree.  That particular camera body didn’t have a built-in exposure meter so I 
took out my Sekonic light meter and took some incident light readings, then to be sure I 
took a couple of spot meter readings of the darker leaves and averaged them in my head.  
This camera was only capable of full stop exposure settings, so I manually bracketed three 
shots around what I thought was the correct exposure.  Remember, this was a film camera 
with no meter – so a lot of work had to go into the calculation for the expsosure.  The sun 
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had passed beyond the western canyon rims that late in the afternoon so on the hillside 
we were shooting in light shade, no direct light to burn out small areas of my image. 

 

 
I remember I shot the image at f22, not a problem for a medium-format camera, though it 
would produce greater distortion with the digital cameras and lenses we have today.  
There was no rear LCD screen to check out the exposure and it would be a couple of weeks 
before I got back the processed slides from Fuji Labs.   

Even today, a decade later, I love this image.  The dramatic blocks of leaf color being linked 
together by the dark branches still intrigues me.  It has great lines, contrast, sharpness, 
color, and compostion that defines a good portrait landscape image.  I’ve sold this image 
many times and so I feel a bit rewarded for my vision, but if it had never sold I would be 
happy knowing I had taken this photograph.  Even today it pulls me in and makes me 
examine it closer, each clump of leaves leading to a life giving branch, the branches acting 
to divide the image, the leaves creating a window into the tree itself.  I’m satisfied. 
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9  Wildlife Photography 

This is where I learned photography.  Back in the early 1980’s I spent a great deal of time 
taking pictures with poor equipment, little knowledge of my subjects, but with a great 
desire to capture wildlife in the field.  Growing up in Gilroy, at the southern end of 
California’s Santa Clara Valley, I did a lot of hiking, fishing and some hunting as I grew up.  
My family spent summers camping at Yosemite and Lake Tahoe, also we had a family cabin 
in the redwood forest near Felton – just outside Santa Cruz.  In my teenage years my friend 
Bryan Sutton and I took off on hundreds of trips into the nearby Santa Cruz Mountains, as 
well as fishing trips into the Sierra Nevada Mountains to lakes like Florence and Thomas 
Edison. 

I had grown up watching wildlife shows such as Wild Kingdom, National Geographic 
Wildlife Specials, and shows by the underwater explorer Jacques-Yves Cousteau on his 
ship, the Calypso.  I enjoyed movies that featured lots of wildlife images and scenic 
locations like John Wayne’s movie “Hatari” (Africa) and Henry Fonda’s movie “Spencer’s 
Mountain” (Jackson Hole Valley, Wyoming), as well all the great Disney shows like “Run, 
Cougar, Run”.  In my youth I read books like Farley Mowat’s Two Against the North  
(c 1956) and Wayne Short’s The Cheechakoes (c 1962) – they intrigued me with stories of 
the wilderness, wildlife, and survival.   

In 1978 I joined the LDS church and in August 1979 I began a two year church mission to 
Montana – I couldn’t have gone to a better place.  While on my mission I learned a great 
deal about the people of Montana and the mountains that I served in.  I spent five months 
in Bozeman and learned about the Gallatin Mountains and made trips to both Gardiner 
and West Yellowstone along Yellowstone’s borders.  I lived in Whitefish and Columbia Falls 
for six months in the summer, just west of Glacier National Park in the northern end of the 
Flathead Valley.  On our half-day off we fished and hiked in the park.  Later I worked in the 
Bitterroot Valley, on the vast plains around Great Falls, and in the Missouri Breaks country 
of eastern Montana.  I learned to drive on snow and ice and gained an appreciation for the 
fortitude of the people and ruggedness of the country. 

While in college at Brigham Young University in 1985 I bought Leonard Lee Rue’s book 
called How I Photograph Wildlife and Nature.  It opened up the mysteries of wildlife 
photography, the needed equipment, and wildlife tactics in general.  I spent hours reading 
and re-reading that book, then I moved on to other books that seemed to make wildlife 
photography a plausible career choice for me.  I remember reading John Shaw’s book “The 
Nature Photographer’s Complete Guide to Professional Field Techniques” as well as the 
story of Yellowstone’s grizzlies, “Track of the Grizzly” (c 1979) by scientist Frank C. 
Craighead, Jr. – a book that taught me much about a future subject. 
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My first published article and photos was about a photography trip to Yellowstone I made 
in the summer of 1985.  While I’ve had thousands of image sales via magazines, 
newspapers, the internet, fine art sales, etc – I still get excited when I get in my car at 4am 
and head out to shoot.  The rush is still there decades later.  

I’ve had the privilege of shooting with Lenny a 
half dozen times in the park, and have always 
appreciated his sincerity and friendliness.  The 
first time I met him and related how his book had 
inspired me, he deftly said he wished he hadn’t 
written it because it had created an untold 
number of competitors for him.  We shared a 
laugh over that.  The last time I shot with him my 
son Ryan was along on the safari.  We had seen 
Lenny a couple of times early in the morning for a 
number of days and Ryan took to calling him 
“Cock-a-doodle Rue”.  He was alone when I 
approached him near a coyote den; we visited 
briefly and then shook hands.  “I hope to see you 
again Lenny” I said as we departed.  “I hope you 
see me again too!” he said, smiling at the twist of 
the phrase that left me thinking his mortality was 
staring him in the face.  Good shooting Lenny. 

There are many techniques that can assist you in becoming a better, more proficient 
wildlife photographer.  The first one I want to talk about is being able to back-focusing 
your camera. 

Back-Focusing your Camera 

Some higher end cameras have the ability to back-focus.  What that means is that the 
shutter release button only takes the picture when it’s pushed – and does NOT focus the 
image as well.  The initial factory setting on a new camera (that will back-focus) has your 
camera focusing AND taking the picture when the shutter button is pushed.  If your 
camera has an AF-ON button on the back, then through some menu selections it’s capable 
of back-focusing.  In this example (below) of my Nikon D2x the red circles show the AF-ON 
buttons for both horizontal and vertical shutter-release buttons.  It took me a few hours in 
the field to finally remember that the focus controls were on the back, and not on the 
shutter-release button.  I like back-focusing because I can focus on a subject using any of 
the focusing grids, then frame the image without having to worry about holding down the 

Brent Paull and Leonard Lee Rue III  
in Yellowstone National Park, April 2003 
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shutter-release button half way to maintain focus while recomposing.  It has improved my 
ability to concentrate on the composition of the image without worrying about the camera 
refocusing, which it always does at the worse possible time.  Unfortunately, most 
consumer and mid-grade camera bodies don’t have an AF-ON button and this professional 
technique can’t be used. 

The red circles highlight 
the AF-ON buttons 
found on the back of my 
Nikon D2x body.  The 
bottom red circle is the 
AF-ON button for the 
vertical grip found on 
this camera body. 

 
Let me give you an example where it really helps me.  While in Yellowstone in June 2009 I 
ran into a sow and boar Grizzly together during mating season, a rare occurrence.  When I 
found them they were about 100 yards away and a snow squall had moved over us, 
making them difficult to see.  The camera would focus on the bears, then the falling snow, 
then the bears, then the falling snow.  I switched to back-focusing mode, got a clean focus 
on the sow grizzly, and then was able to shoot without refocusing until she actually 
changed her distance from me.  The two bears would nuzzle and play without getting 
closer, meaning I didn’t have to refocus in the snow.  I would not have got the images I did 
without using this back-focusing technique. 

The modern digital camera has a sensitive focusing system that will pick up the falling 
snow flakes and focus on them.  Instead of struggling with the focus on each shot I was 
able to get a clean focus on the bear and shoot images without refocusing … until the 
bears moved – then I would refocus.  On my Nikon, in the menu selections, I go to the 
shutter-release controls and set it for “Release Only”, instead of “AF + Release”.  This is a 
powerful tool in streamlining and improving your professional photo techniques.  Now I 
can lock focus and recompose to my heart’s desire.   
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Being Hidden without Hiding 
  
The best photography blind is your car.  Wildlife understand that cars have never  
attacked them, stalked them, or any way endangered them when they are off the roads.  
From their youth they have seen a never ending line of cars, trucks, and motorcycles pass 
through their environments.  They have learned to move away from them, but they give 
them a much shorter flight-or-flight distance than a human being on foot.  I’ve had bears 
take a long bypass route to get around a bunch of photographers, yet walk right past my 
car window (with me obviously inside) without even flinching.  Some big cats in Africa are 
so accustomed to the safari guides vehicles they will climb on top to get a better view of 
their surroundings, mark them with urine, sleep on them – but never attack the humans 
inside the vehicle. 

This was my self-built blind in 1984 using a projection 
table and a large piece of camo material.  It worked 
surprisingly well for birds, but was too restrictive for 
anything else. 

 

 
 This soft camo blind (right, above) is more suitable to changing angles and still 
remaining non-descript to most backyard wildlife.  I wouldn’t shoot anything but birds 
while in this blind, or maybe rabbits, as most animals having a bad day could probably still 
tear you up.  Putting yourself outside in an enclosure could be dangerous.  Even 
considering that, there is no other way to capture some animals except through the use of 
some type of blind.  For years I used a Rue Ultimate Blind, and still have it hanging in my 
garage from a hook, ready to go again if a situation arises.  After a car window, the next 
best blind a permanent blind that birds and animals get completely use to being there.  
Hunting blinds are like that, as are some tree blinds.  My friend Butch Ramirez, who lives in 
south Texas, owns a 50 acre ranch in mesquite country and has a number of permanent 
blinds set up around the property.  He has created hidden water sources, perches, bird 
feeding stations, even corn feeders running on solar cells that spread the corn at the same 
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times every day.  What a great set-up.  The blinds are semi-rigid, with roofs to keep the 
rain off you, and windows to shoot out of.  As long as you stay in the ten foot long, four 
feet high by four feet wide blinds – the animals and birds are oblivious to you.  Butch had 
soft chairs and an ice cooler that really made the hours in the blind comfortable. 

We shot a myriad of birds and 
hawks from his blinds, wild 
turkeys, European pigs, Javelina, 
white-tailed deer.  Butch even had 
a group of illegals cross through 
his property and walk right by him 
inside his blind without being 
seen.  I love this shot of the 
Javelina out in front of another 
blind I was in, the lens shade of 
my 500mm telephoto lens 
protruding out the shooting 
window below my iPhone image, 

the pig wandering around feeding without a care in the world. 

These types of blinds can produce amazing results as 
the local animals become accustomed to them being 
around their water/food sources.  We had white-tailed 
bucks walk right up to the blind and look inside, with us 
looking back out – and yet they didn’t spook at all.  
Going outside the blind, or putting an arm or head 
outside got a different reaction, spooking the animals 
right away.  If you have a piece of property where it’s 
possible to supply food/water to the local wildlife, 
create a permanent blind taking into consideration the 
direction of the light (face the openings north or south 
(not east or west) and feeding/watering stations, wait a 
few weeks, then start going in early and waiting to see 
what shows up.  You might be well rewarded for your 
work. 

 

  
Using the Focusing Grids 
 
Wildlife are dynamic creatures, always moving, flying, changing directions, standing up, 
jumping, running suddenly – doing the unexpected.  But the one thing that doesn’t change 
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is our desire to focus on the eyes of our subjects.  Being able to quickly manipulate the 
camera by selecting the correct focusing grid is an essential quality of all good wildlife 
photographers. 

  

Nikon cameras have a round grid selector dial 
on the back of the camera.  With the switch 
taken off the L (for Lock) you can change 
focusing grids quickly by pushing one side of the 
selector or another. 

Canon cameras have a button you push, shown 
hear inside the red circle, then you rotate the 
Command Dial to select the grid you want to 
use. 

 

 

This is the grid pattern on my old Nikon D2x 
camera body.   

This is the grid pattern on my Nikon D3s, along 
with the visual grid pattern that is displayed 
when chosen in the menu. 

  
 
No matter which system you use, Nikon or Canon, you have to learn to change the 
focusing grid quickly, without looking away from the viewfinder.  You cannot use the 
center focusing grid in all situations and waste the space (and the pixels!) surrounding your 
subject through poor composition, hoping to crop the image to correct the bad 
composition.   
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In this image of the 
desert bighorn group in 
Zion National Park, the 
focusing grids are 
highlighted in red, while 
the grid I used is in 
green.  Notice the grid is 
right on the side of the 
ewe’s face, making her 
eyes my point-of-focus.  
At this distance the other 
sheep fall within the 
range of dof at f8, my 
chosen setting. 

After decades of shooting wildlife, both with manual and auto-focus cameras, my only 
concern is how sharp the eye of my subject is.  For the image to even stand a chance of 
being kept the eye has to be sharp, that is my first editing criteria for wildlife images.  If 
you haven’t looked at a lot of wildlife images – or any images of living creatures, including 
humans – you will notice that your eye goes almost immediately to the eye of your 
subject, it is the first thing you notice.  A lack of eye sharpness is death to a wildlife image.  
In our digital world some additional sharpening can be done to tweak sharpness; this 
couldn’t be done when I was shooting slide film – but today some images can be saved 
that aren’t tack sharp, but only some. 

Improving Image Sharpness 

There is an old saying in the wildlife photography world, very simple but right to the point:  
f8 and be there.  F8 is the sweet spot of sharpness for a 500mm f4 telephoto lens, the 
standard lens of wildlife photographers.  It is the f-stop of least distortion and maximum 
clarity, yet it is difficult to shoot at unless lighting conditions are nearly perfect.  At least 
there was a time when that was true.  Now, given the advent of modern D-SLR cameras 
and their amazingly high ISO capabilities, f8 is almost never out of reach. 

Before I stepped up from the Nikon D2x to the D3s, I had to shoot under the limited ISO 
abilities of the older camera.  Shooting at ISO 400 (due to low light conditions in the 
morning or evening) was the kiss of death to the quality of that image.  I bit my lip and 
kept the ISO at 320 (my max ISO for any publishable quality images), the camera set to f4, 
and did my best to live with the slow shutter-speeds.  Consequently, I deleted a lot of soft 
images, some of awesome animals doing cool stuff, and felt sick about it.  There were no 
other options for me and only rare occurrences when I could push to f8 and still have 
sufficient shutter-speeds.  I shoot on a solid tripod, have exceptional breathing skills, and 
practice every vibration reducing technique I know of when it comes to shooting a long 
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lens at slow shutter-speeds.  When I’ve basically maxed out the camera’s abilities I just 
keep shooting, knowing many images will be deleted, but through sheer force of numbers 
there will be some sharp keepers.  Now, things have changed. 

The D3s has nearly 6 times the high ISO quality of the D2x.  The D3s has huge pixels (8.4 
microns, nearly twice the size of the D2x pixels) that create a sensor that can easily shoot 
publishable quality images above ISO 3200, and I’m not afraid to go to ISO 12,800 if 
needed.  The camera can extend the ISO setting as high as 102,400 – though not of 
publishable quality this is still an amazing stretch for a digital camera, getting a hand-held 
ss at f2.8 in near total darkness. 

 
 
 This image of the bald eagles is one of my favorites.  Shot with the old D2x, I had a 
morning of near perfect light that allowed me to shoot the camera at perfect settings for 
my subjects.  The ISO was 200, the ss was 1/500 (another rule to remember: your ss 
should be at least as high as the length of your lens), and I was shooting at f8 – oh, and I 
was on scene at the right time – f8 and be there.  Even the old camera rocked when 
conditions permitted.  And to add one note about this image: the exposure compensation 
was -1 eV to protect (underexpose, which means a higher ss) the light feathers on the bald 
eagles heads.  To burn out those feathers would have ruined my images, so protecting the 
highlights was paramount.  The sharpness in the eyes of the eagles shows an amount of 
clarity that is rare at this distance – about fifty yards.  The eyes blaze at you in a 20” x 30” 
inch print, stunning.   
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10  Don’t Become a Predator 

There are times in Yellowstone National Park when every photographer seems to get on 
the same grizzly bear at the same time.  The bear is feeding on a carcass a 100 yards off 
the road and literally everyone seems to be there.  Now, within that group of 50 
photographers is – what I like to call – the clique of camouflage.  It’s the guys and gals who 
are decked out in head-to-toe camo and their tripods and camera lenses covered in camo 
tape.  The grizzly can’t see them move, hear them talk, smell their deodorant, catch their 
camera’s motordrive buzz, see their vehicles, or smell their cigarette smoke.  They blend, 
the rest of us just stand out. 

I firmly believe that if you begin to act like a predator, they will begin to treat you like a 
predator – and move away from you.  Camo doesn’t put the animals at ease or lessen their 
fight-or-flight distance.  We can’t approach them or their young any closer, nor sneak up 
on them.  These animals survive with their identification skills – either in avoiding 
predators or in spotting game animals.  Camo is for hunting, not for photography 
approaches.  We photographers are visitors in those areas where wildlife are the hunters.  

As wildlife photographers we want to capture animals acting naturally in their own 
environments.  We want them to hunt, feed, and interact as they would normally.  In 
national parks and in many rural areas, even some mixed urban/rural areas – wildlife is 
acclimated to the presence of humans and their vehicles.  Nothing will ruin a good 
wildlife/photographer encounter quicker than the photographer starting to “sneak” up on 
an animal – as if the animal is too stupid to notice us in our camo clothing.  These animals 
kill for a living, or they avoid being killed by ultra sharp senses, senses you are not going to 
fool, just trigger. 

Since animals are used to us, just act like every other human they have ever seen and they, 
in turn, will act naturally – at least as much as the given situation will allow.  Now, I own 
some camo clothing (it’s comfortable) and wear it in the field occasionally,  but I’m not 
trying to blend, disappear, hide – or in some other way become “one” with the wild animal 
in its environment.  I just want to record its natural life and actions in my photography.  I 
am completely amazed by the ability of these creatures to endure and propagate in the 
harsh, unforgiving, and deadly world they live in – that is the mystery I want to 
photograph, that is the mystery I want to show others through my images 

I’ve come to the conclusion that what some wildlife photographers are really after is 
belonging to the wildlife photographer’s clique, to be included in the group, and to do that 
they must be in head-to-toe camouflage – kind of clothing initiation.  I am so not part of 
that clique. 
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11  Animal Stuff 

Nothing is more boring than a coyote trotting across a fall meadow of yellow grass doing 
nothing.  Sometimes folks will capture these images out of excitement of seeing their first 
coyote, or maybe they just get excited about shooting some wildlife images and can’t wait 
to get the motordrive revved up.  Regardless of the reason, it is incumbent upon us to do 
something better than static meadow shots, motionless floating in the pond shots, or 
basically, animals doing nothing shots. Here are a couple of things to look for – when 
shooting that coyote. 

My first question … is the coyote just moving from point A to point B.  If it is, then there 
probably aren’t many things I can do to capture unique images of it.  If the coyote is 
moving parallel to the road I might try driving up the road and photographing it as it 
approaches – a more interesting head-on 
shot.  Or if it’s not near the road I might 
just keep moving looking for a better 
subject.  The image at right is the classic 
“nothing” coyote meadow shot. 

My second question … is the coyote 
hunting.    An alert coyote moving across 
a meadow might mean he is there to 
hunt.  If they are walking and intently 
listening, stopping at times to listen for 
the squeak or rustle of voles in the grass 
ahead of them, then great possibilities are at hand.  Take a second to move ahead of the 
coyote if possible, check the angle of the sun and try to get it behind you.  You get better 
exposures of the subject if they are front lit.  Make sure your motordrive is on, that you 
have selected the right F-stop that is resulting in a high shutter-speed (for action shots), 
and the lowest ISO setting that will achieve the needed high shutter-speed.  Now wait and 
watch.  Look for the coyote tensing up for a jump and time the motordrive sequence. 

Wild animals and birds have a purpose to the things they do.  When I look through some of 
the internet nature photo sites, like Naturescapes.org and Yellowstone.net, so many of the 
images I see are static – with animals or birds doing nothing - just sitting or standing.  
Animals doing animal stuff, as I like to call it, are part of the behaviors we should be 
learning about our subjects, kind of an Animal Woodcraft information series.    As wildlife 
photographers we should be looking for possible animal/bird interactions and physical 
movements that are constantly being exhibited.  We want our wildlife to be hunting, 
feeding, fighting, running, interacting with others, cleaning, raising young, protecting 
young, fishing, or anything else that tells us about the lives of these animals.  We want to 
photograph group interactions during breeding season or within a pack or herd, the 
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struggles of surviving tough weather conditions during winter or during storms, or maybe 
the lethargic behavior after a full meal – there are a million angles here – all are better 
than the animal-in-the-meadow scenario previously mentioned. 

 
 

In order to capture more visually interesting images we have to learn about our animals’ 
behaviors, learn to anticipate wildlife movements, find “choke points” near food sources 
that will put us in better shooting positions.  It’s all part of the wildlife chase. 

 
 

Coyote Pack Interactions Coyote at winter twilight 

Mousing Coyote in Yellowstone NP 



 

 
Page 45 of 52 

12  Get Closer 

There is a dilemma that we face in the field: How close is too close?  When are we so close 
that we are actually disturbing the activity pattern or safety of a wild creature?  All animals 
have a fight-or-flight distance that when approached, will change there behavior.  And 
within certain species that distance is variable, usually based on the local activity of human 
beings.  In national parks where hunting isn’t allowed and the regular presence of park 
visitors and employees has habituated animals to the safe presence of humans, you can 
expect them to allow much closer approaches.  In some rural areas where foxes and 
bobcats aren’t hunted like coyotes (who kill calves and sheep) they will also allow for 
closer approaches.  But animals commonly hunted will only rarely allow for any kind of an 
approach, even at great distances.  There have been times when just the slowing of my 
vehicle’s engine noise was enough to cause an animal to alert and move away. 

 

Story 

During my autumn 2011 Yellowstone Wildlife Safari it came to my attention that a red fox 
was regularly visiting the meadows around the Yellowstone River Picnic Site just over the 
bridge from Roosevelt Junction.  After photographing bull elk on Swan Flats around sunrise 
we headed for this area to check out the fox, and see if he was still working these 
particular meadows.  I was told by my friend, wildlife photographer Bill Singleton, that the 
fox had been active beginning about 8:30am.  On this day he came trotting down the road 
at 8:35am, apparently late for his rendezvous with the local field voles.  Over the next 

Mousing Red Fox in full leap in Yellowstone National Park. 
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three days we photographed this red fox, doing his thing, capturing vole after vole, for 
about an hour each day. 

Each day brought more photographers and park visitors, so that by the third day the 
parking lot was full of vehicles and the fox had lots of company.  The park rule was to 
maintain a 25 yard distance (100 yards for bears and wolves) but this proved impossible 
for us to do – the movements of the fox being much quicker and more direct than we 
could keep up with.  Some tourists didn’t speak English (or read it apparently) and some 
folks were packing point-and-shoot cameras and iPhones that required them to be closer.  
Those of us with large telephoto lenses didn’t have a problem staying back, but regardless, 
there were a number of times the fox changed directions and darted through us – and I 
mean close, like 3-4 feet away. 

The fox moved from one meadow, crossed the road, hunted a different meadow, re-
crossed the road, and then was back in the original meadow again.  I shot many of my 
photos from 20-40 yards.  However, when I was shooting from the road I had much closer 
encounters.  To make a long story shorter, the ranger showed up right when the fox 
appeared out of a thick bunch of sagebrush, darted down the hillside passing me about 8 
yards away.  The ranger called me to him, over the loud speaker of his cruiser of course, in 
order to ticket me.  After moving the crowd back to the main roads he began the lecture 
that I knew was coming, took my driver’s license, telling me how I was corrupting this fox 
by my close presence (inside the 25 yards).   

We debated my ability to keep 25 yards away due to the much quicker fox, and the fact 
that he caught vole after vole no matter the number of folks around.  As we spoke the fox 
suddenly appeared about 15 feet from the ranger and I, and the crowd surged closer to 
get pictures.  The ranger didn’t stop talking until I asked him why he wasn’t moving those 
folks back, since they were as close to the fox as I had been.  I guess the light bulb went off 
and he said “…the fox could move away if it wanted.”  No kidding.  I didn’t get a ticket, 
though I was added to the list of photographers that had been warned by rangers of close 
approaches to wildlife.  I’ve been on that list since the 1980’s, so I guess maybe they start a 
new list every year – who knows. 
 
A month later, after posting some of the images on online, I was accused of animal 
harassment by one vocal viewer.  The relative distance being focused at by the lens is part 
of the EXIF Data of the image.  The woman downloaded my photo from the website, went 
into the EXIF data and found the distance (7-10 meters) from the subject, and renewed her 
harassment claim.  It so happened I shot that particular image standing on the road next to 
my vehicle as the fox crossed the road to another meadow.  What I’m trying to say is 
everyone interprets this safe distance differently.   
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But in truth, the wildlife that we photograph has a lot to say about their own particular 
fight-or-flight distance, and for this red fox that distance was minimal.  Outside the 
national parks there is no distance requirement, and it is usually the animal that decides 
when you have approached closely enough.  However, we have to carefully evaluate our 
own safety and the safety of those with us, in determining how close to get.  For myself, I  

 
try and get as close as possible without triggering the animal’s fight-or-flight distance, a 
distance I try and get to by taking into account my past experiences and the body language 
of the animal. 

Staying with the red fox theme, this fox (above) was hunting voles in a meadow filled with 
bison next to the Yellowstone River.  As he hunted I tried to keep the sun at my back so he 
would be photographed in the warm, glowing morning light.  Instead of leaping to catch 
the vole, he would crouch, stalk, and then rush – different from many other foxes I had 
photographed.  I kept the legs of my tripod collapsed so I could shoot from low to the 
ground – and eventually he came right to me.  I wasn’t hiding, I wasn’t camo’d up, and 
there was another photographer near me shooting as well.  I felt the distance I was at was 
safe for him and for me. 

One last thought about close approaches:  I carry grizzly mace for the animal that breaks 
all the rules.  I’ve never heard of a bear, wolf, or anything else charging into a group of 
photographers.  Usually the size of the lens precludes wildlife photographers from getting 
too close, dangerously close.  But situations do arise that put people and bears (especially 
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bears) on a collision course.  Those situations seem to revolve around just a few similar 
circumstances.  First, it is a single person alone, or maybe two people that are following a 
bear, or a sow with cubs.  The direct cause could be annoyance, surprise, or cub safety.  
The second involves food.  Again, a single person walking along a trail might come upon a 
fresh bear kill, like maybe a bison or elk, and without warning be attacked.  Lastly, you just 
encounter a bear having a bad day.  Maybe the day before he had been darted and 
tranquilized in a picnic area, and seeing a person or two pushes him to attack.  It doesn’t 
matter, but that bear is going aggressive.  Mace is your last ditch defense. 

Here are two typical boar grizzly bear images from Yellowstone, the digital image on the 
left from May 2006, the film image on the right from June 2001.  The bear on the left was 
ambling along near the road, north of the Pebble Creek Campground.  This bear ignored 
the people, including me, and had a destination he was heading for.  He didn’t exhibit a 
single sign of aggression for the hour I photographed him.  The bear on the right was 
different.  The moment he saw me he stared at me.  As he moved along the river he 
continued to stare at me (as in the photo), even though he was far beyond a hundred 
yards away.  He started walking bow-legged, huffing, and staring – all signs that I 
recognized but didn’t immediately act on.  The river behind him wrapped around until it 
was between us.  As he approached the river he charged me and literally leaped into the 
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quick moving river.  But the river was deep and he had to swim, giving me time to retreat 
to my Suburban a hundred yards away.  He entered a hundred yard long line of trees that 
paralleled the river.  I ran (oops) down the road to the end of the trees instead of driving 
down and parking as I should have done. 
 
The grizzly came loping out of the trees right at me, immediately forcing me back to the 
road.  A lady had pulled up in her vehicle, but as I reached the road and got behind it she 
sped away, nearly running over my foot.  I was stuck with no mace and no cover.  I set my 
tripod up on the centerline and waited, thinking I was going to get my butt kicked.  As the 
bear started up the road grade a jacked up Ford F-150 pulled between us at the last 
second.  I looked under the truck and saw the bear move to the front so I went around the 
back.  He passed the tripod and continued off the road into the adjacent meadow.  Ok, 
that was close.  I learned my lesson about paying more attention to the visual cues the 
bear had given me.  
 
Experience can be a great friend in the field, allowing us to anticipate animal behavior and 
movements in situations that we have seen in the past.  However, experience can also 
make us feel in control, and that is the great deception with it.  When it comes to 
photographing any dangerous animal we are never in control, we are only relying on our 
limited history of similar experiences if we have any.  For that reason we have to respect 
the wildness of these animals and give them the space they require.  I try and blend my 
own experiences with the behavior of the animal, keeping in mind their capabilities to 
change demeanor and my own desire to remain safe, though not perfectly safe, just 
reasonably safe. 
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13  Putting It All Together 

Nothing can offset shooting in the field.  When you get out of your car and begin the 
search for composition, light, and that great subject - all the written words every printed 
about photography dim in comparison to the experiences you have while shooting.  You 
find out what equipment performs, and what equipment doesn’t.  Which lenses produce 
quality images and which don’t.  All the choices we make in terms of exposure settings, 
ISO, auto-focus, focusing grid assignments, etc come into play in real time, and the photos 
we sit looking at on the computer either work or they don’t.  You critique every image in 
your head as you edit through them. 

While I’ve mentioned these tips in other PDF files, they warrant getting mentioned again 
here.   

(1) Use a tripod in every situation where you can.  If you are in your vehicle, have a 
bean bag or other rest available to set your camera on to shoot.  Turn the engine off.  No 
radio or CD playing in the background.  Don’t talk much and move slowly inside the car.   

(2) Inside your vehicle have layered clothing, light shooting gloves, soft gardening 
knee pads for getting on the ground, a dark towel to place over your camera to absorb 
rain, snacks and extra water.  Binoculars are great, as is a GPS device to mark locations of 
great subjects or encounters in order to return to the same spots.  Regional maps work 
great as well.   

(3) Once you have a great subject in front of you shoot it in depth.  Even when I’m 
shooting little songbirds I will shoot hundreds of images knowing I will delete most of 
them, but I also know that those I keep will be stunning.  If it’s a great sunset, shoot the 
entire sunset and wait for the afterglow.  Change positions, lens, and exposure or filter 
choices in order to achieve a different look. 

(4) Check your image histogram and the full image on the rear LCD screen regularly 
– maybe every 15-20 images or so to make sure no mistakes are being made – this is called 
chimping.  Any major change in exposure (like using the exposure compensation controls) 
should be checked immediately.  If you’re are doing landscapes this is less essential 
because you can bracket images, but wildlife images should be checked and the exposures 
tweaked if needed. 

(5) Watch the sun’s changing arc through the sky and anticipate the best location 
to be shooting from.  Photographers have feet, we can move, change positions, go higher 
or lower, and look up or look down.  Never feel anchored to one spot or position.  I am 
constantly trying to improve my composition, even if it means moving just a few feet to 
improve the background of an elk shot as the sun swings by changing shadow lines. 
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(6) Turn your camera over and shoot verticals when the subject is vertical.  Don’t 
get locked into having your camera always shooting in a horizontal format thinking that 
you can crop to a vertical later on.  This throws away valuable pixels and teaches you a bad 
compositional habit.  Learn to quickly change the focusing grid without looking away from 
the viewfinder so you become comfortable shooting verticals. 

(7) Learn to focus on the eyes of your subject when it’s an animal, bird, or person.  
The life of your subject is its eyes if they are in the image.  Learn hyperfocal distances for 
different lenses and f-stops, and then focus on the foreground element and not on the 
subject using that distance to improve overall landscape image sharpness. 

(8) Finally, get out of the house or car and shoot.  Some folks are just plain afraid of 
getting out and shooting, of heading off away from the car in search of a subject.  When I 
go out to shoot I’m either taking a half or full day – that gives me no excuses to not chase 
great images.  It takes time to get in the zone, where I’m constantly looking, searching, 
examining the scenes in front of me for subjects.  In a forested area park and get out of the 
car and listen.  The noise of birds, insects, wind, and even some animals can give you clues 
as to what’s around you.  Wandering in the desert is one of my favorite things to do. 

 

 
This eroded coastal rock window came alive at sunset – Julia Pfeiffer State Beach, Big Sur, CA 
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The great thing about writing these pdf files is that I can update them, improve the 
accuracy of what I’m trying to get across to folks, and add sections for greater 
understanding.  You never stop learning in photography, and that is true for me nearly 
everyday.  I am continually reviewing other photographer’s images, finding image 
processing tips and tricks as newer versions of imaging software hit the market, and field 
tactics both in terms of the photographer and the subject. 
 
There is something about knowing that I can never learn it all, absorb it all, or be 
completely perfect – that drives me forward in an attempt to stay close to the edge of new 
skills and knowledge.  For those photographers who feel the same, photography is an 
eternal outlet for our artistic drive – a motivating force to pick up that camera and begin to 
look and see new things subjects, and to shoot in news ways. 
 
I hope this pdf helps you move forward in your quest to take outstanding images. 
 
Regards,  

 

PS. 
 
If you find mistakes or inaccuracies in this pdf please forward your thoughts to me, I would 
love to make corrections and keep it as accurate as possible. 
 
 

Copyright Brent Russell Paull 
brentrpaull@hotmail.com 

amwestphoto.com 
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