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DeDication
To all of the beautiful and amazing natural landscapes of our world. They deserve the  
best from all of us as photographers and lovers of beauty. And of course, I also dedicate  
this book to another beauty, my wife of many years, Vicky.
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Introduction
One of the earliest photographs that I remember taking was of Gooseberry Falls in 

Minnesota as a teenager. I have gone back to that location again and again over  

the years, even after leaving Minnesota for California. Early impressions can defi-

nitely affect a lifetime of work. You’ll even find Gooseberry Falls State Park images  

in this book.

Growing up in Minnesota was challenging at times as I was learning to become a 

nature and landscape photographer. Minnesota has no towering mountains, no  

roaring rivers, no geysers, no skyscraping redwoods, and no dramatic deserts. Yet,  

I think that this gave me an education in working with the landscape that forced me 

to find good pictures, not simply make snapshots of spectacular locations.

Throughout this book, you’ll find all sorts of landscapes. I’ve tried to include images of 

landscapes from throughout the country, not just from the dramatic West. Certainly, 

there is a long tradition of Western landscape photography starting with William 

Henry Jackson in the 1870s. That was also promoted by the wonderful photography 

of Ansel Adams.

My growing up in Minnesota really encouraged me to go beyond simply pointing 

my camera at the obviously dramatic landscapes. Good landscape photography goes 

beyond such subjects. It requires a sensitivity to light, perspective, composition, and 

more. If you learn to work with these aspects of landscape photography on any 

landscape, all your pictures will improve. Your photography will definitely go from 

landscape snapshots to landscape great shots.

Sure, a bold, dramatic landscape is nice, but sometimes that great subject can distract 

you from getting your best images. We’ve all been distracted by beautiful scenes 

that so overwhelm us that we forget that we can’t cram that beautiful scene into our 

camera. We can only create a photograph that represents it. We have to interpret 

that scene because the three-dimensional, wild scene itself cannot be forced into the 

small, two-dimensional image that is a photograph. Only an interpretation can bring 

something of that landscape into a photograph.

viii l a n D s c a p e  p h o t o g r a p h Y :  F r o m  s n a p s h o t s  t o  g r e at  s h o t s



I really want you to feel successful when photographing landscapes. I want you  

to be able to get excited about any landscape, not just a landscape you see once 

every few years on vacation. Our world is filled with wonderful places all around  

us that deserve to be photographed every bit as much as the icons that we’ve seen 

so many times.

That isn’t to say that photographing iconic landscapes can’t be a lot of fun and a 

wonderful way of using your photography. But these landscapes are simply not 

available to most of us most of the time. The techniques in this book are designed 

to help you bring the most out of landscapes wherever you are, whether that’s an 

iconic national park visited rarely or a nature center near where you live.

The landscapes in your area are important, no matter where you live. They provide 

a sense of place. You honor that sense of place by getting great photographs of 

those locations nearby. You also feel more connected to your landscape when you 

go out and explore it photographically.

No matter what you do, take a lot of pictures. A great thing about digital photog-

raphy is that once you own the camera and memory cards, you can take as many 

pictures as you want without any film or processing costs. Those costs used to be  

a lot and could restrict how many shots professionals took. Now you don’t have  

to have those restrictions. Experiment with the ideas in this book. I’ve included 

assignments at the end of each chapter and I would like you to try them out!  

Make sure to join the book’s Flickr group and share your results with other readers: 

www.flickr.com/groups/landscapesfromsnapshotstogreatshots.

Don’t be afraid to experiment with new ways of taking pictures and expect some 

failures. I think that’s how we learn. I can’t tell you how many pictures I’ve tossed 

out over the years because I tried something new. But I learned from every one. 

And I still do.

Most of all, have fun. Enjoy your time outdoors in this beautiful world around us. 

Discover the possibilities of landscape photography wherever you are.

i n t r o D u c t i o n ix

www.flickr.com/groups/landscapesfromsnapshotstogreatshots
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ISO 100
1/100 sec.
f/16
15mm
(APS-C)



Composition

Structuring Your image to  
communicate about a LandScape

A lot of things have been written and discussed about composition for as 

long as people have made pictures, way before photography. Composition 

is simply about the organization of an image within the image frame, from 

edge to edge, but exactly how you organize a photo is not so simple.

Ultimately, composition is about communication. What you include in 

your photo, what you exclude, and how you arrange what’s in the frame 

tell a viewer what you think is important about a landscape.

In this chapter, I cover many possibilities for composition. You’ll learn why  

it’s so important to get things out of the middle, as well as when the 

rule of thirds helps (and when it doesn’t). You’ll learn about foregrounds 

and backgrounds, the importance of edges, and what to watch out for 

in distractions.

73



poring over the picture

This is a photograph about light, pattern, and texture on Florida’s Atlantic Coast.  

It was shot before dawn, when there can be some beautiful light. (You never know 

what you’ll get until you’re on-site, of course.) If I had waited until the sun rose in 

the sky, I would’ve missed this beautiful beach scene. The clear sky and slight clouds 

at the horizon resulted in a much less interesting sunrise than the time just before it.

The composition has some 
abstract qualities from the way 
the textures on the left and right 
create shapes that contrast with 
the water in the tidepool.

Because the tide had gone out, small 
tidepools formed in the sand. That, 
combined with patterns in the sand 
from wave action, is what makes the 
scene interesting.



ISO 100
1/2 sec.
f/16
10mm
(APS-C)

The color of the sky balances the 
color of the water in the tidepool.
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poring over the picture

I happened to be in northern Minnesota just after a week of rain, so the 

streams going into Lake Superior were full. I grew up in Minnesota, and the 

North Shore of Lake Superior is still one of my favorite places for landscape 

photography. For me, the photograph wasn’t simply about capturing this part 

of Gooseberry Falls; it was also about water—and lots of it—rushing over the 

falls. That’s what I wanted my composition to communicate.

I used a wide-angle lens, but I didn’t  
step back to show the whole falls.  
I got in close to emphasize its drama.

I shot with a fast shutter speed to  
reveal the pattern in the water 
and add that to the composition.
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ISO 100
1/500 sec.
f/6.7
14mm
(Four Thirds)

The sky was blank blue, so I minimized 
it in the image, showing only enough to 
outline the trees.
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getting out oF the middLe
One of the deadliest traps for good landscape composition is to center things within 

your viewfinder. This can mean a centered horizon, a centered boulder, a centered tree,  

centered flowers, whatever is a strong visual element in the middle of your picture 

area. I won’t tell you that a centered composition will never work—sometimes it does.  

But most of the time it’s a lazy way of composing a landscape, and it isn’t very effective.

Researchers have actually done some studies on how people look at images. They 

used cameras to map the eye movement of a viewer across different images that 

were used for the test. The researchers discovered that when an image was strongly 

centered, viewers had a tendency to look at the most centered part of the scene and 

not look much at the rest of the image; they quickly got bored with a photograph 

and wanted to move on. When the image had strong pictorial elements (such as a 

horizon or a strong subject) away from the center of the picture, researchers discov-

ered that viewers tended to look all over the picture; they spent more time with the 

image and liked the picture better.

So, you can see immediately that one of the ways that you can improve your landscape  

pictures is to make sure that you don’t have your landscape all lined up and centered 

in your composition (Figure 4.1). In this section, I’ll give you some ideas on how to 

think about getting less-centered images, but as soon as you even start thinking 

about getting things out of the middle, your pictures will improve.

ISO 100
1/90 sec.
f/9.5
108mm
(Four Thirds)

FIgure 4.1
A glorious sunrise 
over utah’s LaSalle 
Mountains doesn’t 
need a big chunk 
of black mountains 
covering the bottom 
half of the photo. 
The photograph is 
about the sky, and 
its connection to the 
mountains needs 
only a sliver of 
mountains across 
the bottom of the 
photo.
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the ruLe oF thirdS: When to FoLLoW it and When to 
ignore it
Once you start studying a bit about composition, you’ll hear about the rule of thirds. 

The rule of thirds is a guideline that is designed to help you get your subject and 

strong visual elements such as horizons out of the center of the picture. It gives you  

a framework to simplify your choices for strong positions within a composition.

The rule of thirds starts by dividing your picture 

into horizontal thirds (Figure 4.2). This results 

in two lines at the intersection of the thirds. 

Visually, these lines work very well as positions 

for horizons. When the horizon is placed at 

the bottom-third line, you have a very strong 

emphasis of sky in the photograph with less of 

the ground (Figure 4.3). When the horizon is 

placed at the top third, the ground is empha-

sized and the sky is deemphasized.

ISO 100
1/30 sec.
f/8
250mm
(APS-C)

FIgure 4.3
In this image 
of sunrise over 
California’s Santa 
Monica Mountains, 
strong horizontal 
elements of the  
picture line up 
closely with the  
rule of thirds.

FIgure 4.2
The rule of thirds starts by dividing the picture horizontally  
into thirds.
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The rule of thirds goes further by dividing the picture into thirds from left to right 

(Figure 4.4). This results in two vertical lines at the divisions, which become useful 

places to put strong verticals in a landscape. Which side you put your photographic 

element on will depend a lot on the scene, but because we look at things from left 

to right in the Western culture, there is a difference in the way that a composition 

looks when the strong element is on the left versus the right. In Figure 4.5, there is a 

strong visual element on the right which creates a dynamic image that goes against 

our Western way of looking.

ISO 100
1/125 sec.
f/8
115mm
(APS-C)

FIgure 4.4
The rule of thirds 
then divides the 
picture vertically 
into thirds.

FIgure 4.5
Here the strong 
vertical of Balanced 
rock in Arches 
National Park lines 
up closely with the 
rule of thirds.
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Next, put the two horizontal lines and two vertical lines together over the picture 

(Figure 4.6). They intersect at four points and are very strong positions for composi-

tion (Figure 4.7). Landscapes often have things that are larger than these points,  

such as a horizon or Balanced Rock, but when there is something that has a strong 

presence in the picture that can work at one of these points, this can create an attrac-

tive composition.

FIgure 4.7
In this small-scale 
landscape, the 
yellow maple leaf 
contrasts strongly 
with the late fall 
landscape and is 
placed at one of 
the intersections of 
the horizontal and 
vertical lines.

FIgure 4.6
Now the horizontal 
and vertical lines 
come together to help 
with placement of a 
strong visual element 
in the landscape.

ISO 100
1/60 sec.
f/16
18mm
(APS-C)
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A lot of the ideas about composition come from the art world where they’ve been 

refined for centuries. The rule of thirds has been taught to painters and other artists 

for a very long time because it works. However, there are two challenges that come 

from the rule of thirds:

•	 You lose the subject. If you start paying too much attention to the “rules,” you 

can lose sight of the actual subject. The rules become more important than what’s 

being painted or photographed.

•	 Photography is not painting. Art forms like painting and sketching are very differ-

ent from photography. They start with a blank canvas where everything is added 

to the composition as appropriate.

Let’s look at those two ideas in a little more detail because they have a strong effect 

on composition. I once had a student in one of my workshops show an interesting 

landscape photograph for a critique. This image had about one-third sky, one-third 

trees, and one-third ground with grass and garbage. That’s right—the bottom part of 

the picture actually had trash in it that didn’t seem to fit the rest of the picture at all. 

So, I asked the student why she had included the trash in the composition. She said 

she had to because of the rule of thirds!

That little story points out how the subject can be lost when distractions take away 

from the subject. Sometimes people try so hard to find a rule of thirds for their land-

scape that they don’t fully see the subject itself. It’s easy to miss important things that 

should be in the photograph simply because they don’t fit the rule of thirds.

It’s also important to understand that photography is not like painting or sketching.  

As landscape photographers, we have to deal with what’s in front of our lenses 

(Figure 4.8). We can’t simply place rocks, flowers, and trees where we want, as we  

could if we were working with a blank canvas. Sure, some photographers use 

Photoshop to change a scene, but even that is difficult to do compared to what the 

painter does in creating his or her work.

Sometimes a scene just needs a different composition. The sky might be so fabulous and  

so outstanding that all you need is the barest sliver of landscape with it (Figure 4.9). 

On the other hand, the sky might be awful, so you’ll need to show only the top edge 

of the landscape so that the viewer can understand something about the place.

I like to look at a scene and try to understand what’s truly important about the scene, 

not what’s important about my art technique. Then I compose the image to show off 

what’s important about the scene, making sure I’m using my composition to clearly 

communicate this for a viewer.
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FIgure 4.8
Storm clouds 
breaking over the 
Columbia river 
between Washington  
and Oregon makes 
a dramatic land-
scape that isn’t 
easily put into the 
rule of thirds. The 
contrasts of land, 
clouds, and light 
are what matters.

FIgure 4.9
The landscape  
here at Cades  
Cove in the great 
Smoky Mountains 
National Park 
would be pure black 
against the sunset, 
so there is little 
need to include 
more land than 
needed because 
that would mean 
loss of the sky.

ISO 100
1/200 sec.
f/8
116mm
(APS-C)

ISO 100
1/180 sec.
f/8
150mm
(APS-C)



84 L a n d S c a p e  p h o t o g r a p h Y :  F r o m  S n a p S h o t S  t o  g r e at  S h o t S

What’S Your photograph about?
One thing that can really help the photographer is to ask this very important question:  

What’s your photograph about? The answer isn’t simply the subject that’s in front of 

you. It’s more than that. And the question shouldn’t be seen as a challenge, but as an 

aid to looking at your composition.

This also can help you clarify and refine your composition to what’s really important. 

Figure 4.10 isn’t simply a photograph of the redwoods; it’s about tall trees in a dense 

forest, and the composition uses the trees at the edge, as well as the light, to show 

that. There is no ground showing because the photo is not about the ground.

ISO 100
1/45 sec.
f/11
22mm
(APS-C)

FIgure 4.10
This photograph  
is about tall trees 
in the redwood 
forests of Northern 
California, and  
the composition  
is designed to 
reflect that.
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Too many photographers try to throw everything into their compositions of the 

landscape. They see this beautiful scene in front of them and try to capture the entire 

scene in the photo. The image is often disappointing because you can’t put an entire 

scene into a small picture. You have to decide what’s truly important about that 

scene and then make sure that your photograph reflects that.

What’s your photograph about? With experience, you’ll answer this question very 

quickly and intuitively. But if you’ve never asked yourself this question before, you 

should stop, pause, and really think about it. Your landscape won’t be moving so 

if you take a moment to figure out what your picture is really about and what you 

want to emphasize about it, you’ll find that your composition will come together 

much more readily.

paYing attention to reLationShipS
Relationships are important, whether you’re talking about life or landscape composi-

tion! As soon as you start thinking about things like the rule of thirds, you’re thinking  

about visual relationships within the image frame. But visual relationships go beyond 

simply getting things out of the middle of your picture. How picture elements within 

your composition relate to each other affects how clear your composition is and how 

well it will communicate to your viewer.

Painters learn all sorts of ways that these relationships can help structure and define 

the composition, and these techniques apply to photography as well. For example, 

leading lines are strong visual lines that lead the eye through the photograph. 

Diagonals and S-curves are other ways of defining a composition with lines that help 

the viewer understand the relationships in a picture.

Balance is something that you hear a lot about with composition. Balance is about 

the relationships of visual elements within your landscape photograph. The rule of 

thirds uses a very simple sort of balance, where two-thirds of the image visually bal-

ance one-third of the image or a subject at an intersection of the thirds balances the 

space around it.

Balance is much more than simply the rule of thirds. Images will look in balance or 

out of balance based on how the objects within your composition relate to each 

other. This concept can be hard to explain because it’s so visual. One thing that can 

really help you with balance is to look at your image on your LCD as a photograph. 

Do strong visual elements of your image overpower the rest of the picture? That 

can put the composition out of balance. Do strong visual elements seem to have 

something balancing them in another part of the picture? That can help put the 

composition into balance.
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All this comes down to how you structure and define a composition to control the 

viewer’s eye (Figure 4.11). In Figure 4.11, there is a strong relationship between 

the simple bottom of the photo and the highly detailed top part of trees. Then, as 

you look closer, notice the relationship of the background trees to the larger, more 

defined leaves, which also create a visual relationship to the falls. In addition, there  

is a strong relationship to the rocks on the right, both to the falls and to the trees.

Remember: As soon as you get key parts of your picture out of the center, you’re 

encouraging your viewer to look over the entire photograph. How you create visual 

relationships within that photograph affects the way that people look at your image.

FIgure 4.11
The falls in  
Tennessee’s Frozen 
Head State Park 
have a strong rela-
tionship with their 
surroundings in  
this image.

ISO 100
1 sec.
f/11
15mm
(APS-C)
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conSider the Foreground, middLe ground,  
and background
Foreground, middle ground, and background are three very important parts of any 

landscape composition and are critical to the visual relationships of any photograph. 

Not all landscape photographs will have all three—for example, a mountain against 

the sky doesn’t have any foreground—but how you work with these areas has a big 

effect on what your picture looks like.

Foreground is the area immediately in front of you that sets the stage for the main 

part of the landscape. Background is that part of the landscape that is the most distant 

from you. Middle ground is everything in between.

Relationships between these three areas are largely affected by how much space 

you devote to each area within your photograph (Figure 4.12). This space is strongly 

affected by your height and angle of view toward the landscape. I think it’s fun to 

see some of the old photographs of Ansel Adams standing on top of his car. He actu-

ally had a platform there where he could set up a tripod and get some height to the 

landscape. He did this deliberately to spread out the relationships of foreground to 

middle ground to background.

FIgure 4.12
This image is totally 
about the relation-
ship of foreground 
to background with 
a strong middle 
ground in between.

ISO 100
1/100 sec.
f/16
15mm
(APS-C)
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Landscapes don’t always look their best at our eye level. Changing your height to the 

landscape changes relationships in the composition. Sometimes even a slight change 

in height, whether that’s lower or higher, will make a huge difference in how much 

shows up in the foreground, middle ground, and background of the picture.

Getting a higher view like Ansel Adams did might help you get better foreground-

to-background relationship (Figure 4.13). Sometimes that, indeed, does give you the 

most interesting view of your landscape. Look around—you don’t need a platform 

on top of your car. Sometimes a rise of only a couple feet can change what appears 

in your foreground. That can help you get rid of something that’s distracting in the 

foreground or create more of a visual distance between foreground, middle ground, 

and background.

If conditions are right, you can even do a neat little trick with your camera and tripod 

to get a higher angle. Turn your self-timer on, and then hold your camera and tripod 

over your head to gain some height. This works pretty well with digital because you 

can quickly look at what you shot and decide if you need to change the positioning 

of the camera and tripod head to get a better photograph. It does require shooting 

with a fast enough shutter speed that you don’t have problems with camera move-

ment during exposure, though.

FIgure 4.13
Climbing to the 
top of some rock-
covered hills gave 
a great perspective 
on the Buttermilk 
Area near Bishop, 
California.

ISO 100
1/8 sec.
f/16
14mm
(Four Thirds)
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Getting a higher view is not necessarily the only way to change these relationships. 

Sometimes it’s more interesting to get a lower view, especially if you want to empha-

size something unique in the foreground (Figure 4.14). So often, you’ll see groups 

of photographers at a scenic location with their cameras all set up on tripods at eye 

level. That’s convenient, but it isn’t necessarily the best way to compose the scene. 

Sometimes the camera needs to be as low to the ground as possible.

You also can do another neat little trick with your camera in some locations where 

you think a low angle might be really great, but you can’t actually get there. Instead 

of raising the camera and tripod up high, try it down low. I’ve put my camera on self-

timer and then held my tripod over the edge of a bridge to get a lower angle.

The point is that you need to look for angles as a way of affecting your foreground, 

middle ground, and background relationships. And go beyond height. Often it helps 

to move left or right, either avoiding certain things in the foreground or adding 

other interesting foreground elements to your composition.

FIgure 4.14
A low angle  
emphasizes the 
penstemon flowers 
in the foreground of 
this stark Yosemite  
National Park  
granite dome.

ISO 200
1/350 sec.
f/13
12mm
(Four Thirds)
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uSe Your edgeS eFFectiveLY
The edges of your composition are critical because they provide a window for how 

the viewer sees the landscape. Often photographers think of the rule of thirds as 

simply the thirds lines and their intersections, but those thirds don’t exist without  

the edges of your picture.

The edges of a composition are easily neglected. Because we have a tendency to 

focus strongly on the most important parts of the scene, we don’t always look at the 

edges. Yet what happens at the edge is visually quite important because the edge 

of your picture is such a dominant part of it—after all, it defines where the picture 

begins and where it ends.

Frequently what happens is that things just end up somewhere near the edge with-

out your making a conscious decision as to how to place visual elements relative to 

that edge. That can be a mistake because visual elements can be weaker or stronger 

depending on their relationship to the edge.

Use edges deliberately. Check the edges of your photograph and see what’s happening 

there. If you have an important visual element in your composition, watch what  

happens to it as it gets close to the edge. Usually you want to give a little bit of space 

so that the object floats free of the edge (Figure 4.15), or you want to use the edge 

to deliberately and definitively cut through the object at the edge (Figure 4.16). 

These two different ways of relating an object to the edge of the image give very 

different results.

A very awkward way of using an edge in a composition is to have a visual element 

just touching or being close to touching it (Figure 4.17). That uncomfortably ties 

the visual element down to the edge because the viewer isn’t sure how to look at 

it. It also can tie part of the picture to the edge of the picture where it shouldn’t be 

attached. Viewers want you, as the photographer, to help them understand your 

landscape, and you’ll communicate most clearly if you use the edges very deliberately.

One way of seeing this is to look at a patch of flowers in the foreground of a land-

scape. If you make sure to show the entire patch of flowers (using a distinct space 

around the flower patch between it and the edges of the composition), you’ll be 

telling your viewer to look at these flowers as a distinct patch. The viewer will see 

the flowers as a contained area of flowers. But if you get in closer to these flowers 

and cut off the bottom left and right sides of the flower patch with the edges of your 

composition (Figure 4.18), the flowers will fill the foreground of your image. The 

viewer won’t know that this is a small patch of flowers and you’re giving an impres-

sion of lots of flowers. These two very different ways of handling the same patch of 

flowers change the way that the viewer perceives this landscape.
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FIgure 4.15
In this desert scene in the Lake Mead National recreation 
Area outside of Las Vegas, the cacti are separated from  
the edge of the frame to create a distinct visual group that 
then relates to the background.

FIgure 4.17
This is the same photo as Figure 4.15, but now it’s cropped 
to show an awkward relationship of the cacti to the edge.

FIgure 4.16
For this image, the cacti are deliberately cut by the edge of 
the composition, creating a dramatic and bold look at this 
stark landscape.

FIgure 4.18
Is this landscape filled with California poppies? By using  
the edges to cut into the patch of poppies, the photo gives 
that impression.

ISO 100
1/10 sec.
f/22
12mm
(Four Thirds)

ISO 100
1/10 sec.
f/22
12mm
(Four Thirds)

ISO 100
1/10 sec.
f/22
12mm
(Four Thirds)

ISO 100
1/400 sec.
f/4
6mm
(Compact)
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Watch For diStractionS
Sometimes when we concentrate on a beautiful scene, we see the impression of the 

scene but we don’t see small distracting details (Figure 4.19). This can be a problem 

especially around the edges of the photograph, yet distractions along the edges can 

be extremely challenging for a composition. Things end up there and start pulling 

our eyes toward them instead of toward what is really important in the picture. All 

of a sudden, the composition has changed because the viewer is seeing relationships 

very differently. Unfortunately, the viewer starts to see relationships of those distrac-

tions to the rest of the picture.

When I see distractions coming in around the edges of the picture in my LCD review, 

I’ll usually retake the picture by reframing the composition to get rid of them. Yes, 

I could crop out those distractions later when the picture is in the computer. But my 

feeling is that if I miss the distraction, what else might I have missed when I was  

taking the picture? Therefore, I want to reframe and more carefully look at the  

picture to be sure that I really do have the composition I want.

Two things to be especially careful of when you’re looking for distractions are bright 

areas away from important parts of your composition and high-contrast areas along 

the edges of the picture. Bright areas and contrasty areas will always attract the 

viewer’s eye away from anything else in the picture.

FIgure 4.19
A bit of out-of-focus 
branch along the 
edge of the photo is 
a big distraction for 
this scene.
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Long ago, I had an instructor who was very tough about looking at edges. I had to 

learn to always scan the edges of my image as I took the picture or I would definitely 

hear about it. Edges are frequently where those distractions come in, but as you read 

earlier, edges also are important for the way they interact with the overall composi-

tion. You can teach yourself to quickly scan the edges of your photograph and make 

this a habit.

Distractions for your composition don’t just come from the edges. Any really bright 

or contrasty area, for example, is going to attract attention from your viewer. If you 

don’t want the viewer’s attention in that part of the picture, that’s a problem.

Another distraction for composition is a sign. Sometimes photographers will delib-

erately include signs from a location in the picture to identify the location, or a sign 

creeps into the composition because the photographer wanted to show a big area. 

Signs are a problem because they’re designed to attract attention. And anytime you 

have a sign in a photograph, viewers will try to read it. If you need a sign for a loca-

tion, focus on the sign and don’t try to include it with the landscape.

vaLuing Your point oF vieW
I’ve watched photographers come to a beautiful landscape in a national park and 

simply set up their cameras and tripods in the most direct view of the scene. Simply 

setting up in the most obvious spot is why so much landscape photography looks  

the same.

You have a unique view of the world—I believe that everybody does. Yes, I under-

stand that some photographers like to go out and “trophy-hunt” landscapes. They 

just want to go to famous landscapes and take their own pictures of that landscape.

I don’t have a problem with that basic idea. I love to go to beautiful locations that I’ve  

seen in other photographs, too. But I have a unique way of looking at the landscape 

and so do you. There are things that impress us about a particular landscape that may 

or may not impress someone else. I think this unique point of view is important.

Think about this: Not everyone will go to the landscapes that you photograph. As a 

landscape photographer, you’re showing off the world that excites you. You and I are 

the eyes of so many other people. If all we do is duplicate images that other photog-

raphers have taken, our eyes and our points of view are diminished. The world has 

lost the opportunity to see something special that you and I can offer.

I know, you might be thinking, “But I’m just a simple photographer—I’m not a pro. 

What difference does it make?” I think it makes all the difference in the world. You 

see the world differently from the way I see it, differently from the way anyone else 
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sees it. And your point of view is valid and important because it enriches all of us 

when we have a diversity of views of our landscapes. It makes you and the landscapes 

more important.

So, just being aware that you have the potential of seeing this landscape with fresh 

eyes will help you start seeing your compositions better. Your choices about com-

position define both how you see the landscape for your photograph and how any 

viewers of your photograph will see that landscape. You’re influencing other people’s 

views of the world.

 Chapter 4 Assignments
Get Out of the Middle

A great way to help you avoid middle compositions is to go out and spend some time photograph-
ing a scene where every picture keeps “important stuff” out of the middle of the photograph. 
Work at it. Consciously place things in your composition that are away from the center of  
the frame. As you do this, watch your background, too. Be sure that you don’t have a horizon 
going through the middle when you’ve worked so hard to put a tree on one side of the image  
or the other.

Sky versus Ground

For this assignment, find a location where you have a strong horizon between sky and ground. 
Take a series of pictures of this scene as you vary the position of the horizon. Try taking a picture 
with the horizon at the bottom of the frame, and then try the same scene with the horizon at 
the top of the frame. Take a look at your images and see how that changed composition affects 
how you feel about and perceive the location.
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Big Foreground

One way to help you explore the relationships of foreground to the rest of the picture is  
to find a location with a very interesting foreground. Take a series of pictures of this scene  
as you move closer to or farther away from that foreground. What you’re trying to do is 
change the relationship of that foreground to the background because of the size of the  
foreground in your photo. You may need to use a wide-angle lens when you get very close  
to your foreground.

Work the Edges

Years ago, I took a workshop with the great Ernst Haas. He suggested an exercise that is 
excellent for learning to check your edges; plus, it’s a bit of a challenge. Go out and look  
for compositions that use only the edge for important pictorial details. In other words, the 
middle is the only space to support those detailed edges. This isn’t an easy exercise to do, 
but even if you fail to find perfect edges, you’ll succeed in becoming a better photographer 
because you’ll be learning to work better with edges.

Share your results with the book’s Flickr group! 

Join the group here: www.flickr.com/groups/LandscapesfromSnapshotstoGreatShots

www.flickr.com/groups/LandscapesfromSnapshotstoGreatShots
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240 L A n d s c A p e  p h o t o g r A p h y :  F r o m  s n A p s h o t s  t o  g r e At  s h o t s

megapixels in, 8–9
sensor size in, 9–13
size and weight of, 14
special features in, 18–19
visual limitations of, 33, 35–37

Canon cameras/lenses, 23–24
Canyonlands National Park, 107, 110
Capitol Reef National Park, 169
carbon-fiber tripods, 21
Casco Bay, Maine, 68
case studies

on using Lightroom, 234–235
on using Viveza 2 plug-in, 232–234

Castle Valley, Utah, 126–127
Castro Crest, 44–45, 98–101, 190–191
Central California, 129
chaparral landscape, 30–31
circular polarizer, 136
clouds

color of light and, 62, 63
dull or ill-defined, 129
enhancing in skies, 136–138
examples of shooting, 124–127
exposure challenges of, 133–134, 136
HDR photos with, 205
polarizing filter for, 60, 136–138
programs for working with, 138
See also skies

cloudy weather, 52, 54, 66
Cloudy white balance, 64, 66, 67
color

adjusting in images, 224–227
back light and, 57
front light and, 59
gentle light and, 52
side light and, 56, 57
translating to black and white, 178–183, 184

color adjustments, 224–227
in Lightroom and Camera Raw, 224–225
in Photoshop and Elements, 226–227

color correction, 224–225
Color Curves (Photoshop Elements), 224
color enhancement adjustments, 224
Color Filter panel (Silver Efex Pro), 182
color of light, 61–67

clouds and, 62

Bryce Canyon National Park, 109, 149–150
Burkholder, Dan, 204
Buttermilk Area, California, 88

c
Cades Cove, Tennessee, 83
California landscapes

Alabama Hills, 174, 212–213
Buttermilk Area, 88
Castro Crest, 98–99, 190–191
Crystal Cove State Park, 160–161
Death Valley, 152
Eastern Sierras, 66
Fern Canyon, 195–197
Humboldt State Park, 175
Los Osos Oaks State Park, 34
Mojave National Preserve, 46–47, 105, 108
Montana de Oro State Park, 58
Northern California redwoods, 84, 92–193
Pacific Coast, 137, 208–209
Point Dume, 132
Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park, 195
San Gabriel Mountains, 63
Santa Monica Mountains, 30–31, 44–45, 

98–101, 162–163, 190–191
Yosemite National Park, 89, 188–189,  

214, 215
California lilac, 31
California poppies, 148
Camera Raw

blacks/whites adjustments in, 219–220
color adjustments in, 224–225
local adjustments in, 229–230
midtone adjustments in, 222–223

cameras, 6–19
advantages of digital, ix, 6
author’s use of, 23, 25, 26
Black-and-White mode, 167, 184
brand considerations, 6–7
cost considerations, 16
factors in choosing, 14–19
HDR capabilities in, 199
high ISO settings, 16–18
lens availability, 15–16



I n d e x  241

cropping
changing perspective vs., 108
landscape composition vs., 18

Crystal Cove State Park, 160–161
Curves (Photoshop), 224

d
dark scenes, 67, 68
darkroom techniques, 207–236

annotated examples of, 208–213
assignments on using, 236
B&W image translations, 178–183, 184
blacks/whites adjustments, 216–222
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seeing the light in, 43–71
skies included in, 123–139

Lanting, Frans, 19
LaSalle Mountains, 78
late afternoon light, 62
layers and layer masks, 231
Layers: The Complete Guide to Photoshop’s 

Most Powerful Feature (Kloskowski), 231
LCDs

assignment on using, 41
live view feature for, 18–19
reviewing images on, 39, 70
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Mojave National Preserve, 46–47, 105, 108
monochrome images, 167
Montana de Oro State Park, 58
movement

HDR photography and, 197, 205
human vision related to, 34, 35
shutter-speed problem and, 117
tripod for minimizing, 20

multiple exposures, 194–195

n
National Geographic, 19
national parks, 155
natural HDR effects, 200–203
nature centers, 155
Nevada landscapes

Lake Mead National Recreation Area, 91
Red Rock Canyon Conservation Area, 227
Valley of Fire State Park, 112

New Mexico landscapes, 56, 173, 233
Newfoundland landscape, 8
Nik Software

HDR Efex Pro, 199, 202
Silver Efex Pro, 138, 182–183
Viveza 2 plug-in, 138, 231–232
webinars offered by, 231

noise issues
high ISO settings and, 16–18
megapixels related to, 9
sensor size and, 10, 16–18

noise-reduction software, 18
Northern California landscapes, 116, 204

Pacific Ocean Coast, 208–209
redwood forests, 84, 175, 192–193

o
Oak Creek, Sedona, Arizona, 198
Olympic Mountains, 114
Olympic National Park, 210–211
Oregon, Columbia River, 83
O’Sullivan, Timothy, 165
Outdoor Photographer, 6, 8, 152
overexposed images, 67, 68
Oxford English Dictionary, 102

B&W translations in, 178–180, 181
blacks/whites adjustments in, 219–220
case study on using, 234–235
color adjustments in, 224–225
editing HDR images in, 202
local adjustments in, 229–230, 234–235, 236
midtone adjustments in, 222–223
Silver Efex Pro plug-in for, 182–183
Virtual Copy feature in, 236

lines
horizontal, 79
leading, 85
receding, 102
vertical, 80

live view feature, 18–19
local adjustments, 216, 227–235

in Lightroom and Camera Raw, 229–230, 
234–235, 236

in Photoshop and Elements, 231
in Viveza plug-in, 231, 232–234

location information, 154–155
Los Osos Oaks State Park, 34
low-angle shots, 89
low-light photography, 18
luminance adjustments, 225

m
magnifying LCD images, 39
Maine landscapes, 68, 107, 115, 118, 147
Manual exposure mode, 67, 69
McKibbon, Bill, 154
megapixels, 8–9
Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge, 

142–143
midday light, 50, 51, 62
middle compositions, 78, 94
middle ground of photos, 87
midmorning light, 62
midtones

checking in HDR images, 202
darkroom adjustments for, 222–224

Minnesota landscapes, viii, 103
Gooseberry Falls, 33, 76–77
Lake Superior, 55, 76, 104
Schaefer Prairie, 144–145
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polarizing filter
removing glare with, 138
shooting skies with, 60, 136–137

Polaroid cameras, 38
portability of gear, 14–15
Porter, Eliot, 132
positioning yourself, 150
Post-Crop Vignetting, 229, 234
post-processing photos. See darkroom 

techniques
Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park, 195
prairie photography, 103, 144–145
price/cost considerations, 16
Prickly Phlox flowers, 166
print size, 8–9, 18
Print, The (Adams), 207, 214, 227
pro cameras/lenses, 16
processing photos. See darkroom techniques
Program mode, 69

r
random acts of photography, 156
Raw + JPEG setting, 167
raw photos

black-and-white JPEGs with, 167
white balance settings for, 65

reality
assignment on perceiving, 41
human vs. camera view of, 33

receding lines, 102
Red Rock Canyon Conservation Area, 227
redwood forests, 68, 84, 175, 192–193
relationships. See visual relationships
relative size, 102
revealing colors, 52
Revell, Jeff, 51, 67
Review Time setting, 39
rule of thirds, 79–83

horizon line and, 79
problems related to, 82
vertical elements and, 80
visual balance and, 85

p
Pacific Ocean Coast, 137, 208–209
painting vs. photography, 82
pan-and-tilt tripod heads, 22, 23
pattern contrast, 168, 171
perspective, 102–111

angle changes and, 103–105
assignments on working with, 120
background size and, 109–111
cropping scenes vs. changing, 108
definition and explanation of, 102
distance changes and, 105–106
foreground emphasis and, 108–109
telephoto lenses and, 105–106, 107, 110
wide-angle lenses and, 105–106, 107, 110
zoom lenses and, 106–107

photo editing vs. processing, 217
photography

equipment used for, 1–27
painting or sketching vs., 82
philosophies of gear for, 19
random acts of, 156

Photomatix HDR software, 199
Photoshop

B&W translations in, 180–181
blacks/whites adjustments in, 221
color adjustments in, 226–227
HDR image creation in, 199, 202
local adjustments in, 231
midtone adjustments in, 223–224
Silver Efex Pro plug-in for, 182–183

Photoshop Elements
blacks/whites adjustments in, 221
color adjustments in, 226–227
local adjustments in, 231
midtone adjustments in, 223–224

Photoshop Lightroom. See Lightroom
pictorialism movement, 165
pixels and megapixels, 8–9
Point Dume, California, 132
point of view, 93–94
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sharpness
contrast related to, 168, 172
depth of field and, 111–112
f-stops related to, 112

sharpness contrast, 168, 172
Shutter Priority mode, 69
shutter speed

deep depth of field and, 117–118
exposure related to, 113

side light, 56–57, 174
sight

camera, 35–37
human, 34–35

signs in photos, 93
silhouettes

back light and, 57
black-and-white images as, 176
sunset photos and, 139

Silver Efex Pro
black-and-white translations with, 182–183
sky and cloud adjustments with, 138

Simon, Paul, 67
size considerations

for backgrounds, 109–111
for equipment, 14–15
for perspective, 102
for prints, 8–9, 18
for sensors, 9–13

sketching vs. photography, 82
skies, 123–139

appropriateness of including, 128–129
assignments on shooting, 139
capturing with cameras, 130
composing images with, 94, 131–132
enhancing clouds in, 136–138
examples of shooting, 124–127
exposure challenges of, 133–135
graduated neutral-density filter for, 135
HDR photos with clouds and, 205
polarizing filter for, 60, 136–138
programs for working with, 138
rule of thirds for, 79
See also clouds

software. See image-processing software

s
San Gabriel Mountains, 63
Santa Monica Mountains

Castro Crest, 44–45, 98–101, 190–191
chaparral landscape photo, 30–31
early morning photos, 62, 79, 98–99, 147, 

162–163
rocky landscape photos, 147, 200

saturation
checking in HDR images, 202
darkroom adjustments for, 225, 226

Schaefer Prairie, Minnesota, 144–145
Schwabacher’s Landing, 152–153
S-curves, 85
seasonal light

summer light, 58, 59–60
winter light, 58

Sedona, Arizona
Oak Creek, 198
sky over cliffs, 203

seeing the light, 40, 48–54
self-timer, 88
sensor size, 9–13

explanation of, 9–10
focal length and, 10, 12–13
high ISO settings and, 16–18
price considerations, 16
visual examples of, 11

separation light, 172–173
Shade white balance, 66
shading your LCD, 39
shadows

assignment on capturing, 70
directional light and, 55
dramatic light and, 51, 173–174
front light and, 58
gentle light and, 51, 52
seeing in images, 40, 48
top light and, 59, 60
waiting for changes in, 151

shapes
front light for showing off, 59
shadows for defining, 174
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back light and, 57
contrast based on, 168, 171, 184
side light and, 56
top light and, 60

three-dimensional scenes, 55, 56
tilting/swivel LCDs, 18, 19
time-of-day considerations, 61, 62, 71
tonal contrast, 168, 169, 176, 184
Tone Curve (Lightroom), 222–223
tone maps, 198
top light, 59–60
traditional darkroom techniques. See dark-

room techniques
translucent colors, 57
tripods, 20–23

assignment on using, 27
HDR photography and, 194
head types for, 22–23
height changes using, 88
leg angles for, 21, 22
reasons for using, 20
tips for selecting, 21

Tungsten white balance, 66

U
underexposed images, 67, 68
unique features/moments, 147, 148
Utah landscapes

Arches National Park, 49, 80, 137, 171
Bryce Canyon National Park, 109, 149–150
Canyonlands National Park, 107, 110
Capitol Reef National Park, 169
Castle Valley, 126–127
Colorado River, 50
LaSalle Mountains, 78
Zion National Park, 2–3, 124–125, 129, 148

V
Valley of Fire State Park, 112
vertical lines, 80
Virtual Copy feature, 236
vision

camera, 35–37
human, 34–35

visitor centers, 155

solidity of objects, 56, 59
Sony cameras/lenses, 25–26
Southern California landscapes

Crystal Cove State Park, 160–161
Pacific Ocean Coast, 137
Santa Monica Mountains, 30–31, 44–45, 

98–101, 162–163, 190–191
Strand, Paul, 165
subjects

determining for compositions, 84–85
working landscapes as, 149–152, 156

summer light, 58, 59–60
sunlight, colors of, 61–63
sunrise photos

color of light in, 62
directional light in, 54, 55
dramatic light in, 50
examples of, 44–45, 54, 55, 63, 142–143
exposure challenges of, 134
white balance for, 67

sunset photos
color of light in, 62, 63, 64
directional light in, 55
dramatic light in, 50
examples of, 46–47, 50, 62
exposure challenges of, 134
silhouettes included in, 139
white balance for, 67

swivel/tilting LCDs, 18, 19

t
Talbot, Henry Fox, 164
telephoto lenses

deemphasizing foregrounds with, 109
depth of field and, 114
distance relationships and, 109
example of using, 98–99
magnifying backgrounds with, 110
perspective changes and, 105–106, 107

Tennessee landscapes
Frozen Head State Park, 86
Great Smoky Mountains National Park, 53, 

83, 133, 170
textural contrast, 168, 171, 184
texture
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visual relationships, 85–93
distracting details and, 92–93
effective use of edges and, 90–91
foreground, middle ground, and back-
ground, 87–89

Viveza 2 plug-in, 138
case study on using, 232–234
local adjustments with, 231, 232–234

W
Washington landscapes

Columbia River, 83
Olympic Mountains, 114
Olympic National Park, 210–211

water
highlights added to, 55
removing glare from, 138

weather
light affected by, 52, 61
skies affected by, 124–125

website research, 155
Weston, Edward, 142, 148, 165
white balance, 63–67

auto (AWB) setting, 63–65
color correcting, 224–225
how to choose, 65–66
raw photography and, 65
sunrise/sunset photos and, 67

White Sands National Monument, 56, 173, 233
whites, adjusting, 216–222
Whites slider (Lightroom), 219
wide-angle lenses

depth of field and, 114, 115
emphasizing foregrounds with, 108–109
example of using, 100–101
perspective changes using, 105–106, 107
polarizing filter and, 136
shrinking backgrounds with, 110

wild HDR effects, 204
winter light, 58
workflow of photo needs, 216–232

See also darkroom techniques
working a subject, 149–152, 156
Wyoming landscape, 152–153

y
yellow lupine plant, 116
Yellowstone National Park, 164
Yosemite National Park, 89, 188–189, 214, 215

Z
Zion National Park, 2–3, 124–125, 129, 148
Zone System, 187
zoom lenses, 97

depth of field and, 114
perspective changes and, 106–107
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