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Landscapes looking flatter than a prairie? 
Try Tom Mackie’s fantastic ideas for 
breathing new life into your photography
Everybody thinks that autumn and 
winter are the best times of year for 
landscape photography – summer isn’t 
the season that first springs (ahem) to 
mind. Because the sun is higher in the 
sky in summer than in other seasons, 
you may think that it’s not an ideal 
time to produce striking landscapes. 
However, there’s no reason it can’t be. 

When I lived in Los Angeles, where 
it’s summer all year round (even in the 
winter), I had to adapt to the harsh light. 

Landscape photography is all about 
working with the light you have, not 
the light you want. Choosing subjects 
that work with the existing conditions 
is a great way to train yourself to 
consistently come up with the goods. 

The summer holidays are upon us, 
so here are some ideas to help you 
think differently about landscapes. 
Wherever in the world you are with 
your camera, you can apply these ideas 
to get the creative juices flowing.

1 5  f r e s h  i d e a s  f O r 
s u m m e r   L A N D s C A P e s

b y  t o m  m a c k i e

summer landscapes
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 01
Ge t  C r e At i v e 
w i t h  s C A L e 
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
How often have you looked at a photo of a 
waterfall and had no idea if it was three or 
30 feet tall? When you want to show the 
size of something, you must include an 
object that is a known size to give the image 
scale, and then everything becomes clear. 

One way to add a sense of scale to images 
is to place an object close to the lens with 
the rest of the scene in the background. This 
is a classic near-far technique used to add 
depth in landscape photography. The only 
problem is that it usually requires the use  
of a wide-angle lens, which will make the 
close object look large in the frame and  
the background appear much smaller. 

The best way to emphasise your subject 
by using scale is to use a telephoto lens to 
compress the scene. This will keep the main 
subject large within the frame, then, when 
you place a smaller element in the scene 
that provides a sense of scale, the viewer 
will get the full impact of the scene.

WhAT’s The Key?
The key to this technique is a well-placed 
element to contrast with the main subject. 
It won’t be as effective if the element is so 
small that you have to search for it, or if it’s 
placed against a matching tone so it blends 
in. In this image of Dynjandi waterfall in 
Iceland, I chose to use a 70-200mm lens 
set at 70mm to crop in tight on part of the 
waterfall. If I had included the entire thing, 
which was twice the size of what is shown 
here, the person would have been so small 
that you wouldn’t see him, defeating the 
point of using scale. I composed the scene 
so that he was placed in the lower third of 
the frame against the white section of the 
waterfall. A red coat also stands out much 
more than a green or blue coat would. 

 When yOu Want tO shOW the 
size Of sOmething, include an 
Object that is a knOWn size tO 
give the image scale 

PRO tiP
if you’re including people 
in your image and they’re 

a long way off, you can use 
walkie-talkies to position 

them precisely where 
you want them  

to be

Whatever you use to 
give a sense of scale 
has to be large enough 
to be recognisable
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 03
Cr o P  iN  t iGh t  
o N  De tA iL s
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
You don’t have to travel far to capture great  
landscape images – sometimes, your own back 
garden may be far enough. There might not be 
scope for a traditional wide-angle landscape, 
but if you take the time to look closer at 
details, you can create interesting images. 
Details of plants and flowers in your garden 
can take on a very different look when you crop 
in tight. When composing your image, look for 
patterns and design in nature. 

When you’re travelling further afield, don’t 
forget to look closely for details that will sum 
up the place in one photo. Elements that are 
evocative of a location, such as local fruit or 

spices, colourful hats, handmade blankets, 
shells or other natural elements can make 
striking images. I think of making photographs 
in terms of telling a story about a place. What 
is it that the location is particularly known for? 

WhAT’s The Key?
I prefer to crop in camera when I take my 
close-ups, rather than cropping in post-
production. This way you are capturing the 
most information possible, instead of throwing 
some of it away afterwards. The beauty of 
taking close-ups of details is that you can use 
just about any lens. Many telephotos will focus 
fairly close to eliminate distracting elements 
and concentrate solely on the details. Normal 
lenses will easily focus close-in, and even wide-
angle lenses can get really close to the subject 
to create an unusual perspective. 

In this image of a white picket fence and 
traveller’s palm I wanted to show the contrast 
between man-made and natural patterns. 
The image on the left was shot with a normal 
lens and doesn’t work photographically. Not 
satisfied with this attempt, I changed lenses 
to a short telephoto to crop in tighter on just 
the details I wanted to show, eliminating the 
distracting elements behind the palm. 

 02
L o o k  o u t  f o r 
C o m P L e m e N tA r y 
C o L o u r s
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
Summertime is bursting with complementary 
colours such as red poppies with green grass, 
a yellow sunflower against purple irises and 
a deep orange sand dune leading to a blue 
sky, as shown below. Putting these colours 
together will create striking images, but first 
let’s understand the basic principle behind 
complementary colours so it will help you 
identify subjects when you are out shooting. 

If you take any of the three primary colours 
(red, blue and yellow) and mix the other two 
colours together, the resulting colour is the 
complementary colour of the primary colour. 
So, to get the complement of red, mix yellow 
and blue together to make green. To get the 
complement of blue, mix red and yellow 
together to get orange. To get the complement 
of yellow, mix red and blue together to produce 
purple. Look at a colour wheel: any colours that 
are opposite each other are complementary 
colours. When you use them together in an 
image, it creates a striking colour contrast that 
will make your image pop. Complementary 
colours are used all the time in advertising  
to make the ads stand out. 

WhAT’s The Key?
The key to this technique is recognising which 
colours will work together, and executing the 
shot in a way that makes these colours as bold 
as possible. In this image of a sand dune in 
Monument Valley, I used a polarising filter to 
saturate the colours more. The side lighting 
not only enabled maximum polarisation, it also 
brought out the patterns in the sand. This has 
helped to create an image that leaps off the 
page and demands the viewer’s attention. 

GeaR uP  rOck steady

summer landscapes

■ All of the images on this spread required a sturdy 
tripod. When using a telephoto lens, you are more 
susceptible to camera shake, which will result in less-
than-sharp images. The longer the focal length, the 
greater the susceptibility. Also, if your lens has vibration 
reduction, turn it off when using a tripod because the 
gyros inside will try to stabilise the image and may  
cause a slightly soft image. If you are including a lot 
of foreground using a wide-angle lens, as with the 
sand dune image left, you will most likely need to use 
a smaller aperture. This will require a slower shutter 
speed so a tripod is again a must. Close-up images need 
exact framing so unwanted elements don’t creep into the 
frame. A tripod will allow perfect framing every time.
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 04
s h o o t  r iGh t 
iN t o  t h e  s u N
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
You’ve probably been told never to shoot into 
the sun, and it was not that long ago that film 
and camera manufacturers were telling us to 
keep the sun at our back in order to get a good 
exposure. This advice is partly correct, but it tends 
to produce boring, flatly-lit landscapes. Shadow-
free landscapes are easy to expose for, but the 
lack of contrast will result in a lifeless image. My 
favourite types of lighting are backlighting and 
side lighting. Shooting into the sun can produce 
dramatic results, with sunbursts and lens flare  
to add depth and help direct the viewer’s gaze. 

Shooting into the sun has its issues, though. 
The main problem is the increased contrast. Then 
there’s knowing how to meter this tricky lighting 
situation, as well as potential problems with flare, 
but there are ways to overcome all this.

WhAT’s The Key?
Let’s talk about controlling contrast first. When 
you point your Nikon at a sunrise or sunset, the 
sky will be very bright and the landscape very 
dark. The easiest way to resolve this is to use 

graduated neutral density filters. These come in 
varying degrees of density and transition. For this 
image of the standing stones of Callanish, I used 
a three-stop, soft grad over the sky to stop it from 
completely blowing out.  A soft grad works better 
when you’re shooting an uneven horizon like this; if 
you use a hard grad the filter will darken any object 
above the horizon line, making it more obvious.  

When metering a scene like this, I also apply 
some exposure compensation. This is because a 
D-SLR’s metering system will always try to render 
a scene as an average mid-tone by default, which 
in a shot like this will result in bright skies turning 
a murky mid-grey. The solution is to over-expose 
(ie let in more light) to compensate. One stop of 
over-exposure (+1EV) is a good starting point. In 

 05
k e e P  i t  s im P L e !
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
When photographing a landscape, it is very easy 
to slap on a wide-angle lens to take in as much 
as possible. This is exactly what I try to avoid. 
Including too many elements in one image is 
confusing to the viewer and will result in a shot 
that lacks overall impact. I like simple, graphic 
compositions, and am a firm believer that less 
is more. Have you heard of the KISS method? It’s 
an acronym for ‘Keep It Simple Stupid’, coined by 
head engineer Kelly Johnson at Lockheed Martin’s 

this case the sky was so bright I had to overexpose 
by 1.7 stops (+1.7EV) in order to ensure the sky was 
bright enough (but without being blown out). 

Finally, lens flare can sometimes be a bonus, 
acting as a leading line that directs the viewer 
through the image. At other times, though, it can 
distract from the main subject. To help combat 
flare, keep your lenses clean and use a prime lens. 
Even though today’s zoom lens technology and 
special coatings help reduce lens flare, a prime 
lens has fewer elements for light to go through, 
so there is less chance of it producing flare. If 
needed, shield the lens with your hand or use a 
lens hood. Sometimes, however, there isn’t any 
way to avoid the sun shining into your lens, so  
you will have to remove any flare in Photoshop.

‘Skunk Works’, which designed the U-2 and SR-71 
spy planes. Johnson wanted his engineers to 
“keep a design simple and stupid”. If you look at 
all of the images in this feature, they all have one 
thing in common: uncluttered composition. 

WhAT’s The Key?
When you look at a scene, determine what the 
main subject is. If this isn’t evident, then you 
should think again why you are taking the photo. 
Now look around the subject and remove anything 
that isn’t important, or that doesn’t reinforce 
the composition. You may have to change your 
angle or lens to do this. I often use a 70-200mm 
lens to crop in on just the elements that I want 
to include within the frame. When I simplify the 
scene down to the main elements, I find that I can 
create several images by varying the composition. 
I can place the horizon low or high, make the 
image horizontal or vertical or place the subject 
on different intersecting points using the Rule of 
Thirds. This is a good exercise in composition. 

PRO tiP
A sunburst effect can be 

achieved by pointing your 
camera directly at a point 

source of light. The smaller 
the aperture, the more 

obvious the effect

Sunbursts can be 
captured by setting 
a small aperture

When you’re keeping 
things simple, make 
sure your horizons 
are straight!
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 06
Ge t  Cr e At i v e 
w i t h  CL o u Ds
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
Clouds are an important part of landscape 
photography, yet are often overlooked when it 
comes to creating an image. Like supporting 
actors in a film, they can add drama and 
emotion, they can direct the viewer to the 
main point of interest, and they can support 
or balance the main subject. To extend the 
film anology further, without them the entire 
production can be at risk of deletion from our 
memory cards. 

The type of cloud can also play an important 
part in creating a successful landscape image. 
On countless occasions I have gone out to 
shoot a sunset, only to conclude the clouds 
are the wrong type to produce a spectacular 
image. It’s important to have the right type 
of cloud; whether it’s cirrus, cumulus or 
lenticular, the right type of cloud can  
make or break a landscape image. 

WhAT’s The Key?
The key to getting creative with clouds is to 
make sure you not only have the right clouds, 
but that they are in the right place. I have 
waited ages for clouds to drift into the correct 
position within the frame. In fact, I waited four 
years to get the right cloud over this lone olive 
tree in Tuscany! I do a workshop there every 
year and have always wanted to photograph 
this single tree, but never had the right clouds 
present – that is, until last year. But I still had 
to wait a while in this field until a single cloud 
drifted directly over the tree. I could have put 
one in using Photoshop, but I prefer the get it 
right in camera whenever possible. 

The angle at which clouds are moving also 
impacts on your images. Look for ones moving 
in the right direction to complement the angle 
of any buildings, or at an angle that helps to 
pull the viewer’s eye down to the ground. 

Finally, there is an unwritten rule about 
using clouds: small fluffy cumulus clouds like 
the one over the tree here shouldn’t intersect 
major elements within the frame, or be cut  
off by the edge of the frame. This isn’t quite 
so important with more extensive clouds, or 
flatter, more horizontal clouds such as stratus 
or cirrus clouds, but it’s still worth bearing in 
mind when composing an image. 

it’s in the POst  de tails

summer landscapes

You might have to wait 
a long time for the right 
cloud, but it’s worth it

■ With digital technology, it’s as important to be adept behind 
the computer as it is behind the camera. As long you can capture 
as much information as possible in the field, then you should be 
able to bring it out in post-processing. Controlling highlights is 
an area that every photographer needs to be proficient with, and 
there are many ways to achieve this. I find the easiest way is to 
move the Highlights slider in Lightroom to the left to recover  
any blown highlights. 

I often use the 
‘detail extractor’ in 
Nik Color Efex Pro 4.0 
(www.google.com/
nikcollection) to bring 
out detail in clouds. You 
have control over the 
amount of detail you 
want to show, but be 
careful not to overdo 
this, as it can look a 
little unreal. 
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 07
is o L At e  y o u r 
s u b j e C t 
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
As photographers, it our job to define the subject 
in our compositions. This may sound easy, but 
when a scene is cluttered with many conflicting 
elements, it’s easy to confuse the viewer. 

An effective method for creating a strong 
composition is to isolate your subject. I often  
use this technique for travel images, throwing 
the background out of focus so it doesn’t distract 
from the subject, but is recognisable enough to 
give a sense of place. Sometimes there’s so much 
going on in a scene that in order to make the 
subject stand out you have to isolate it using  
one of the techniques described below. 

WhAT’s The Key?
There are several ways to isolate your subject so it 
stands out from the rest of the scene. Try placing 

the subject in the centre of the frame to call 
attention to it. Make sure there are no competing 
elements around it so the viewer’s eye isn’t pulled 
in different directions. This is what I did with 
lavender field and lone tree in the picture above. 
I purposely put the tree right in the centre of the 
frame, carefully placing the lines of lavender 
so they enter from the corners. This draws the 
viewer’s eye straight to the tree. 

Selective focus is another technique that is 
very easy to execute. All you have to do is get 
close to the subject and use a wide aperture such 
as f/2.8 or wider. This is one reason why portrait 
and sports photographers use fast lenses with 
maximum apertures of f/2 or even f/1.4. It enables 
them to throw the background completely out of 
focus, so all of the attention falls on the subject. 

The perspective can have also a major effect on 
isolating the subject. Choose a high angle to place 
the subject against a plain background, or a low 
angle to use a plain sky as a clean, clutter-free 
background as I did in this image. 

You can use also selective lighting in low light 
conditions by painting your subject with light so it 
stands out from the dark tones of the scene. You 
can get really creative by using various coloured 
gels over your light source to create a strong 
colour contrast. 

Finally, get close to the subject or zoom in to 
fill the frame with the subject so it dominates the 
frame. This creates a graphic, bold composition, 
and by definition eliminates any distractions. 

■ There is a quick and easy technique 
that can be used in post-production to 
isolate your subject and that is also a 
graphic use of colour. It may be a bit of a 
cliché, but is still very effective. Simply 
keep spot colour on the main subject 
while desaturating the rest of the scene. 
You have probably seen this technique 
used with a bright red double-decker bus 
against a black-and-white background, 
or in wedding photos to highlight the 
colours in a bouquet. 

First make a quick selection of your 
subject in Photoshop using the lasso tool 
(the magnetic lasso can make things 
easier if your subject is something with a 
detailed outline, such as a tree). Hit Shift 
+ Cmd/Ctrl + I to invert the selection, 
then choose Image>Adjustments>Hue/
Saturation and move the Saturation 
slider all the way to the left to remove 
the colour from the background. 
For a subtler effect, try reducing the 
saturation in the background, but not 
removing the colour entirely.

it’s in the POst 
spOt cOlOur

PRO tiP
The radial filter tool in 

Lightroom is typically used 
in portraits to create a subtle 

vignette around a subject, 
but you can also use 

it to isolate other 
subjects

Lines of crops and plants 
are perfect for directing 
the viewer’s eye
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 09
b e  CL e v e r  w i t h  C o L o u r
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
Most of us see the world in colour, but using colour in a graphic way will demand attention of your 
viewers. Understanding how our emotions react to colour can really help in creating compelling 
images. You can often find colour contrast in nature and certainly in architecture, but there is 
nothing to say you can’t create your own compositions. Try putting two primary colours together; 
lie down in a field of poppies and shoot them against the deep, blue sky, for example. 

WhAT’s The Key?
Simplicity in design is the key to capturing striking colours, and often moving in close to your 
subject will help you achieve this. With this image of the single opened sunflower (top), I used 
a telephoto lens to crop in tight on the flower, showing only the unopened flowers around it. I 
extended the tripod as high as possible and angled the camera down in order to eliminate the 
distracting sky. The brilliant yellow against the muted green brings the whole idea together. 

 08
m A k e  t h e  m o s t 
o f  s y m m e t r y 
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
Symmetry is when you can divide an image in 
two and get a mirror image on either side of 
the line. Nature is good at creating symmetry 
– one obvious example is a reflection in a lake. 
The dividing line between the two halves is 
called the ‘line of symmetry’. We are naturally 
fascinated with symmetrical patterns, and a 
photograph of a symmetrical location, with 
equal elements on either side, draws the 
viewer in to explore the scene in more depth. 

You can have vertical and horizontal 
symmetry within a frame, and sometimes 
both in one image.

WhAT’s The Key?
It is easy to find symmetry in architecture, 
but you may have to search for it in nature. 
Reflections are the obvious example, but 
there are many other natural examples, 
such as this image of a starfish in the surf. I 
positioned the starfish in the centre of the 
frame and watched as the wave hit it. I didn’t 
imagine the image that I ended up with when I 
slowed the shutter speed down from 1/200 sec 
to 1/80 sec in order to get a little movement in 
the wave. It created a perfect foamy envelope, 
but you can still see the starfish underneath. 
The photograph is vertically symmetrical if 
you draw a line from the top to the bottom 
through middle of the starfish. 

The key to creating symmetry is to make 
sure you position the subject in the centre of 
the frame, with any elements placed exactly 
the same distance apart from each other.

summer landscapes

Carefully cropping out 
other open sunflowers 
in this field prevented 
them being distracting

The colour of this lone 
tulip makes it ‘pop’ 
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 10
C A P t u r e  A 
PA N o r A m A  
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
When you are on your travels this summer, don’t 
ignore official scenic viewpoints just because 
they’re obvious. But instead of putting a wide-
angle lens on your camera, which will make 
everything appear very small, try using a normal 
or telephoto lens to shoot several images and 
then stitch them together using Photomerge 
in Photoshop, or another stitching program. 
Most of the images we look at tend to be in a 3:2 
ratio, so when we see a wide-vista panorama, it 
commands our attention to study it longer. But 
before you start clicking away, it’s worth going 
through a procedure that will help make creating 
panoramas very easy.

WhAT’s The Key?
This technique works best if you use a tripod. 
First level the tripod, then level the camera. It 
helps if your tripod has a bubble level on the 
neck; disregard the ones on the head. I use an 
inexpensive hotshoe spirit level to align my 
camera. Set an exposure for the average light 
across the scene. Use manual focus and manual 
mode so that all the exposures in your sequence 

are consistent. Set the white balance to daylight, 
again for consistency. 

Shoot a series of images, allowing them to 
overlap by at least a third so there is enough 
information to stitch them together. Focal 
lengths of 50mm or longer are better as there 
will be less distortion than with wide-angle lenses 
and you can bring the details of the scene closer 
to you. If the light isn’t changing quickly and you 
have time, shoot in vertical orientation to make 
more use of the sweet spot of the lens. It will also 
result in larger files, giving you no problems if you 
want to make large prints. 

For this shot I was quite a long way from Iguazu 
Falls, so I used a focal length of 145mm to zoom in 
on just the falls. I made eight vertical exposures at 
0.5 sec each to obtain the silky water effect. I also 
used a polarising filter to saturate the greens by 
removing the reflections from the foliage. When I 

stitched the images together later in Photoshop’s 
Photomerge, there wasn’t any distortion because 
I used a long focal length.

Objects moving during the pan series can be an 
issue. If you have anything that is moving through 
the scene, it may end up being in several of your 
images. When you stitch the images you may end 
up with something like the same person walking 
through the scene. The software sometimes 
removes all but one, though you still may have to 
retouch others out. Coastlines present a different 
problem: moving waves. If you are quick enough 
shooting your series you might be lucky and have 
your waves stitch together. If you are including 
crashing waves it does get trickier. In that case, 
I allow space in a single frame so I can crop it 
to a panoramic format. As my Nikon produces 
36-megapixel RAW files, that isn’t a problem 
because I can still end up with a 70MB file.

A panorama is a 
great option for a 
very horizontal 
subject like this

■ You don’t need an expensive and cumbersome 
panoramic tripod head to shoot panoramas, just a 
ball head with a panning facility. An L-bracket with 
a quick-release plate will keep the centre of the lens 
on the rotation axis. This will eliminate any parallax 
distortion and make stitching easier. 

Another piece of kit that makes life easier when creating 
panoramas is the Gitzo GS3121LVL Systematic Levelling Base 
(£190/$280). This will only fit Series 3 Gitzo tripods, but if 
you shoot a lot of panoramas, it’s worth the investment. The 
main benefit with the levelling base is you will not have to 
adjust your tripod legs if you are on uneven ground. You only 
twist the short column on the levelling base and adjust  
it using the built-in spirit level. It’s very quick and easy. 

GeaR uP  use yOur head
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 11
iN CL u De  s o m e 
A s y m m e t r y 
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
I spoke about symmetry earlier. Asymmetry 
is just the opposite. Visually, it is more 
exciting because of the conflict between 
elements within the frame. The mind looks 
for order, but when there is this imbalance it 
creates tension and therefore, excitement. 

Informal balance or asymmetrical balance 
is when one or more dissimilar elements are 
on each side of a given point in the frame. You 
can have one element close to the front of 
the camera and one in the distance. This size 
differential creates an informal balance. 

WhAT’s The Key?
In this image above, there are two obvious 
points of asymmetry. One is the imperfect 
cypress tree with the bulge, and the other is 
the displacement of the chapel and trees off-
centre, with the imbalance of the crescent 
moon on the right side of the frame. Then 
there is the point of balance: tonal balance. 
If you think of dark areas of the frame having 
more weight than lighter areas, it would take 
more light tones than dark tones to create a 
balanced shot. Here, the weight of the dark 
silhouette is balanced by the twilight sky. 

 12
s h o o t  A 
s iL h o u e t t e 
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
Silhouettes can be very evocative. Sunset is the 
best time to create them, especially if you place 
your subject against a stunning sky. Our eyes can 
still see lots of detail in these lighting situations, 
but a camera sensor can capture a much smaller 
range of tones – where we might see some detail 
in a silhouetted subject, the camera will often just 
see deep, black shadow. Any subject can be used, 
as long as the shape of the subject is identifiable, 
and preferably very graphic. 

WhAT’s The Key?
The key to successful silhouettes is backlighting. 
Place the sun behind the subject or even shoot 
after the sun has set in order to achieve brilliant 
colour that will provide an interesting backdrop. 
Exposure can be a challenge because the 
camera’s meter may want to underexpose the 
scene, depending on the ratio of dark to light 
areas. Generally, you will want to expose for the 
background. When I shot the fishing boat below, I 
overexposed by one stop so the sky  and reflection 
wouldn’t look too dark. 

If most of your subject lies below the horizon, 
you run the risk of it merging into the dark tones. 
An example would be a tree in a field at sunset. 
If half of the trunk is below the horizon, you will 
only be able to see the top of the tree, which will 
look odd. The best way to solve this problem is to 
get as low as possible and move closer to the tree 
(using a wide-angle lens if necessary). 

You should be able to use a low ISO, such as 
100, as the background should be bright enough, 
and, of course, you should be using a tripod. In 
most cases, try to use the optimal aperture of f/8 
unless you want to include a sunburst, when you 
need to use an aperture of f/16-f/22. 

PRO tiP
Before shooting your 

panorama, photograph your 
finger pointing right; at the 
end, photograph it pointing 

left. This will help you 
identify the shots to 

edit later

Asymmetry creates a 
sort of visual tension, 
adding interest
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P h o t o G r A P h  
At  Dus k  
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
Cities and villages come alive with lights and 
colour at night and distracting details such as 
cranes, wires and unsightly buildings seem to 
melt away in the background. Every holiday 
destination has something that will look great 
at night, no matter where you are in the world. 
A few classic subjects for night shoots are 
illuminated fountains, sculptures, castles, 
churches or cathedrals and market places. 

WhAT’s The Key?
There are numerous night photography 
techniques to try, but here are the key ones.

First, and most obvious: use a tripod plus a 
remote release to avoid camera shake. I prefer 
a simple cable release that doesn’t require 
batteries, as batteries tend to go flat just when 
you need them, and that’s a nuisance when 
you’re out photographing landscapes. 

There is a short window of time when 
the lighting is just right for dusk shots. This 
opportune time is about 20-30 minutes after the 
sun has gone below the horizon. It’s when the 
lights come on and the sky is a deep blue. The 
prime shooting time is only about 10 minutes 
before the sky is too dark. When this happens  
the highlights in the lights start to burn out. 

It is advisable to lock your mirror up and wait 
a few seconds before tripping the shutter to 
avoid possible vibrations from the mirror. In this 
image of Manarola in Cinque Terre, Italy, I used 
the optimal aperture of f/8 which resulted in 
an exposure of 30 secs using aperture-priority 

mode. An exposure of 30 seconds is normally the 
longest exposure available in ‘auto’ modes; if you 
require longer exposures, shoot in manual mode. 

If you are in a landscape away from the city 
lights, try photographing a sky full of stars 
over your scene. This requires you to use a 
high ISO such as 1200-3200 – the exact setting 
will depend on the phase of the moon. If the 
landscape is lit by a full moon, I have used an ISO 
as low as 400, but generally you will see more 
stars if there is no moonlight. Set your lens to 
infinity, and turn off the autofocus. Your aperture 
will need to be set as wide as it can go, using 
the widest lens you have. The key to this type of 
photograph is to have an interesting foreground 
to silhouette below a sky full of stars. 

 this OppOrtune time is abOut 20-
30 minutes after the sun has gOne 
belOW the hOrizOn, When the lights 
cOme On and the sky is a deep blue 

Lights give a sense 
of life to a town,  
and add warmth
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L o o k  f o r  s h A P e 
A N D  PAt t e r N  
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
Shapes and patterns are important elements 
in landscape photography. They create visual 
rhythm and harmony that brings impact to an 
image. If you think of any shape or pattern, the 
basis of these elements are lines. Line is the 
structure of all photographs, either in a subtle 
or obvious way. When you use lines creatively 
in a composition they can evoke different 
emotions: diagonal lines suggest action and 
movement, horizontal ones create a sense 
of tranquility and peace, and vertical lines 
suggest a feeling of power and strength.  

When lines form a clear pattern, they can 
create a more successful image. Patterns are 
everywhere in nature and man-made objects. 

WhAT’s The Key?
The key to finding patterns is to explore a 
variety of different angles in order to seek  
out any repetition. Lens choice will make 
a huge difference in how well the patterns 
are captured. Depending on the scene, I find 
a medium-to-long telephoto works well to 
compress the patterns, as was the case with 
the wind turbines here. When you combine 
patterns with great light, it only reinforces the 
composition. I chose early morning light on the 
white turbines so they would transform into 
gold against the polarised blue sky. I chose a 
short enough shutter speed (1/4 sec) to blur the 
rotation of the turbines and add an element of 
motion. This created an interesting shape that 
made them look like pinwheels. 
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D o N’ t  f o r Ge t  t o  L o o k  u P ! 
WhAT’s The Big ideA?
It’s very easy to photograph what’s in front of us, as our eyes scan from left to right searching 
for compositions. However, often looking up can be all it takes to shoot more dynamic images. 
Whether you are walking through forests of towering trees or large, skyscraper-packed cities,  
you can create unusual images by pointing the camera to the heavens.

WhAT’s The Key?
The key to this technique is utilising dynamic lines as much as possible. With this image of the 
giant redwoods in California, I wanted to show the pattern of lines that these trees create, as they 
are the tallest trees in the world. I mounted my Nikon D800 with a 14-24mm lens set at 14mm to 
accentuate the lines. The hardest part was cranking my neck to see the display using Live View! It 
took some minor adjustments in the framing to ensure that there were even patterns coming in 
from all the edges of the frame. Because the forest was so dark, I needed to use positive exposure 
compensation, and overexpose the scene by one stop, otherwise the dark trunks would have come 
out too dark. I’ve tried this same technique in cities.   

■ When you use high ISO’s to capture a night sky full of stars, or if you are 
fortunate enough to photograph an aurora, you are likely to get noise in the file, 
depending on the ISO capability of your camera. The Nikon D3s is probably still 
the best camera on the market that produces little noise at high ISOs. Even with 
the high-resolution Nikon D810 that I currently use, the noise is minimal at up to 
ISO1200. However, I will often use ISO3200 to capture the night sky, so the noise 
is more apparent. In Lightroom, Luminance Noise Reduction does a great job of 
reducing noise, though take care if you move the slider past 50, as the fine detail 
will go soft – use the detail slider to bring it back. 

Another very good piece of noise-reduction software is Nik Define 2. The 
algorithms work very well to reduce noise and retain detail at the same time.

it’s in the POst  nOise remOval

 diagOnal lines suggest actiOn 
and mOvement, hOrizOntal Ones 
create a sense Of tranquility, and 
vertical lines suggest pOWer  

PRO tiP
you can add a twist to 

a classic canopy shot like 
this by setting a slow shutter 

speed and spinning your 
camera round or zooming 

in as you press the 
shutter release


