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INTRODUCTION
This guide isn’t intended
to turn you into an
overnight Ansel Adams.
But hopefully, it will get
you started and headed in
the right direction.
The principles, tips and
techniques offered here
are geared for people who
travel. But in reality,
whether you’re headed
around the world or just
around the corner,
these core approaches
will help you take better
photos anywhere.

QUICK
START
GUIDE

TIP #1: AVOID THE MIDDLE
Do not center the horizon half way
down your viewfinder or place your
subject in the exact center of your
image.

FOR
AWESOME
PHOTOS

For all of you
who hate reading
the instruction
manual, here are
three quick tips
to immediately
improve your
photographs.
We’ll cover these
in detail later on,
but these will get
you started.

TIP #2: HAVE A SINGLE FOCUS
Don't try and include everything in
your shot. Instead, focus on the
most interesting thing or person and
avoid unnecessary or distracting
elements in the background.

TIP #3: MINIMIZE FLASH
Use your flash when shooting a
portrait outdoors as in this shot to
eliminate shadows. But overall,
always try using natural or
existing light instead of your flash.

STEP ONE

KNOW YOUR TOOLS

USE WHAT YOU HAVE
As they say, the best camera is the one you have
with you. In most cases, this will be your phone's
camera which likely can take good images. Start
there. Then move up to a good point and shoot
(compact) camera. Then once you've mastered that,
consider a mirrorless or SLR that allows you to
change lenses. But start with what you have.

READ THE MANUAL
Know how to use your gear. One of the biggest
mistakes of beginners is that they don’t know what
button does what on their cameras or how to use the
often (admittedly complex) menus. Learn how to use
your camera before your trip and practice well before
your trip in a range of situations.

STEP TWO

THINK BEFORE YOU SHOOT

RESEARCH YOUR DESTINATION
Flickr, Instagram, Pinterest and other photo sites are
great sources of inspiration about what to expect
visually about a location before you arrive. Google
Earth and Maps can also give you a visual orientation.
If you’re really serious, find out when sunrise and
sunset will be when you’re there so you can plan when
to be at the best locations for the best light.

LEARN FROM OTHERS
While you’re doing your research, note specifically the
angles and subjects of other photographers. Learn
from them but don’t just copy them. When onsite, you
can start out by taking similar images just as practice.
But then find your own unique angle and approach.

TELL A STORY
Ask yourself, “What story do I want to tell?” or even better, “What story does the place want to
tell me?” Great travel photos often reveal a story behind the story, the deeper narrative that
makes your photo operate on multiple levels. For example, these images capture St. Mark’s
Square in Venice and the bride’s story, but also that of the women in the background wistfully
looking on. Look for the story behind the story to add layers of meaning to your images.

START BIG THEN GET THE DETAILS
Some shots are great just for context and
to remember the setting. Take a few of
these and explore from various angles to
come up with a fresh take on a familiar
scene. Some will be great landscapes in
their own right and can be excellent
standalone images in addition to
providing context.

Once you have the big shots, focus on the
details. Move close. Zoom in. Look for the
small moments of meaning in the bigger
scene. You’ll find these usually make more
interesting images. Try to fill the viewfinder
with your subject matter so you don't have
"dead" space or unnecessary objects in
your photo.

STEP THREE

CHOOSE YOUR SUBJECT

FIND WHAT MATTERS TO YOU
What excites you visually. Do you
prefer nature over cities? People
over architecture? What hobbies
or interests do you have? Look for
scenes and subjects that delight
you. Don't worry if no one else
cares. Unless you're shooting for
someone else's project, focus on
what matters to you. For example,
this lantern holder in San
Gimignano, Italy fascinated me
both visually and because the sign
said that this building had been a
POW camp in WWII, an additional
layer of meaning.

I create visual
collections based
on an item or a
theme and then
go looking for
these things in
new locations,
sort of a
photographic
treasure hunt.

LOOK FOR
THEMES OR
BUILD
COLLECTIONS

Over the years,
I’ve amassed
hundreds of
shots of doors,
locks, windows,
bridges,
bicycles, etc..

Your collection
could relate to
hobbies and
interests or just
what appeals to
you visually. But
“collecting” in this
manner gives you
a quest wherever
you go.

GET PEOPLE IN YOUR PICTURES
People can add so much to an image. If you don't want
them in your shot, arrive to touristy places early or late to
avoid crowds. If you do want them, here are some
considerations.
First, use people to provide context and scale so viewers
have a better sense of the size of a scene.
Second, include people to make a scene more interesting.
The photo at the top right would be pretty blah without the
man.
Third, decide if you will ask permission or not. Sometimes,
without asking, you can get a more candid shot. But you
may also get called out. Asking can be more respectful. It
also helps to hang around and let your subjects get used to
you before photographing them. You'll get a more natural
image  and maybe make a new friend. Both ways work:
For the middle image, I asked. For the bottom, I didn't. But
the more I travel, the more I've learned to ask. It's easier
than you think.

STEP FOUR

COMPOSE CAREFULLY

WATCH YOUR BACKGROUNDS
Let's look more closely at those last two photos.
You want to have one main subject (it doesn't
have to be a single person, but a single focal
point) and to keep you backgrounds
uncluttered.
In the first image from Peru, I shot at an angle
that avoided most of the busy market stalls
behind the women.
In the second photo from France, the
background crates and the helper actually
provide interesting context without distracting.
So you don't need a blank wall behind your
subjects. You just need to make sure that
whatever you keep in your image enhances
rather than detracts.

USE LEADING LINES
Look for leading lines. Notice
especially the diagonal ones
that add a dynamic element,
that lead the viewer's eye into
the image. Let's explore these
from center clockwise.

1. Alcoves draw you in.
2. Roof lines lead to gargoyle.
3. Wall lines lead to doorway.
4. Road curves to castle.
5. Road S curves into the
image. This creates both
tension and even mystery.
6. The canal draws your eye to
the gondola.
Use leading lines to make your
pictures more powerful.

WATCH OTHER LINES
Leading lines aren't the only ones to
be aware of. Pay attention to other
directional lines, as well as implied
lines or spacing.
In the photo top left, the grass doesn't
really lead your eyes anywhere.
Worse still, the llama is looking out of
the photo. Always try to have your
subject look or move into the photo as
the image left center shows of the
running boys. The bottom left reveals
that when you display photos, the
same principle applies: Direct them
inward. This fountain faucet leads the
eye off the page. Not good.
The photo top right is less about line
than space. There isn't enough room
between the bench (facing out of the
photo) and the photo's edge. The
lower right image solves this.

TWIST AND TURN
Just because your camera is normally held
horizontally, that doesn't mean your pictures
should always be the same orientation. Be
sure to try taking the same shot in horizontal
(landscape) AND a vertical (portrait) mode.
The same scene can look very
different. Similarly, if your camera offers
different aspect ratios (e.g. 3:2, 16:9,
square, etc.) try using these as well.

FRAME YOUR SHOTS
Find trees, doorways, windows, overhangs and other parts of the scene around you to frame
your shot. Framing helps make the subject more focused. Adding a vignette (the darkening
of the corners) in your photo software or app as you’re processing the image later can
provide similar results but it’s more interesting if you can find a framing device on site.

The photo to the left uses
the tree branches to frame
part of the top and side of
the image.
The photo to the right uses
the doorway to both frame
the distant scene and also
provide a detailed view of
the Incan stonework.
With all you photos, even if
you're not using a framing
device, fill your viewfinder.
Avoid wasted areas in
your shots.

CROP TILL YOU DROP
The best way to compose a shot is in your camera. However, with photo software or apps,
you can sometimes take even soso photos and make them much better through creative
cropping. In this example, the image on the left is the original. I then straightened it,
converted to black and white and cropped out the boring part of the wall. Note the leading
lines into the image and the use of the Rule of Thirds for placement of the motorcycle. I then
cropped it into the square format for use on Instagram. To me, both of the cropped versions
work, but in different ways. The square crop makes the motorcycle more prominent.

Crop to the size and shape
that works for you, not the
ratios set by your camera.

STEP FIVE

GET THE RIGHT LIGHT

WAIT FOR THE MAGIC HOURS
“The Magic Hours” are traditionally the hours before and after sunrise and sunset. At these
times of day any clouds will reflect the light in a wide array of colors and the lower angle of the
sun produces longer shadows and warmer light. From late afternoon on, you’ll get far richer
images than at noon because of this better light.

THINK LIKE YOUR CAMERA
What your eyes see isn’t what a camera
sees. Your camera’s sensor picks up a
much narrower range of light than your
eyes. Subjects in the shadows or bright
sunlight won't always translate on your
camera. So follow these tips:
First, avoid scenes with high contrast.
That shot of the bird in the cave
surrounded by brightly lit rocks? It won’t
work. Either your darks will be pure black
or the lights pure white. Move in closer if
possible to avoid such large differences in
light and dark.
Second, avoid shooting in the middle of
the day. I know, that's when you're out
seeing the sights. But if you can, use that
midday time of harsh light to scout out the
best scenes. Then come back in the late
afternoon or early evening and make
better photos.

USE FLASH SPARINGLY
Unless there simply is no other light source, use your flash (if you want a natural looking
photo) only as “fill flash” outdoors to remove shadows or with the “slow sync” setting on your
camera to allow for some natural light as well. Read in your camera’s manual how to do this.

Above left is what typically happens with using flash in dark locations. The
foreground is overly lit up and the background remains in shadow. Yuck.
Above right is a better use of flash. Use it in the daylight to remove shadows on the
woman's face. I haven't cropped this image yet so you can see the cavelike cliff
dwelling she's climbing into (to her right and left) is too brightly illuminated by the
flash. Cropping will remove that.

TRACK YOUR LIGHT
Light can come from a variety of angles creating very different effects. Here are some things
to consider. Frontlit subjects work well for illuminating the whole scene. Just be aware of
shadows behind you as in the photo on the left. Toplit subjects can cause harsh shadows,
particularly on people or provide minimal shadows on subjects making them look flat. Back
lit subjects (center) can make for interesting silhouettes. Sidelit subjects (right) are usually
your overall safest bet but experiment with different angles to see what happens.

LAST THOUGHTS

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
First, consider using black and white
for some images. I use it to make
some images more dramatic or when
the color cast can't be corrected. Take
your images in color and alter them
later in the software of app. That gives
you more flexibility than if you shoot on
the B&W setting in your camera.
Second, good images can become
great images with a few tweaks in
photo software on your computer or on
a photo editing app on your phone. It
may take some time to learn all the
options, but the investment is worth it.
Some common options are listed on
the following pages.

SOFTWARE AND APPS
Purchased Software
○ Adobe Photoshop – This software for Mac or PC allows you to correct photos and so much more. Its
strength is its weakness: It lets you do so many things that you could spend forever just learning all its
capabilities.
○ Adobe Lightroom – This software for Mac or PC integrates with Photoshop but is easier to learn, is
devoted exclusively to photography, and not only helps you process your images but keeps them
tagged and cataloged well for easy retrieval. It is hands down my favorite photography software. You
can order it bundled with Photoshop to save on costs, especially if you get an annual plan.
○ Serif Affinity Photo – This Mac only software is a good alternative to Photoshop (if you have a Mac)
and allows a onetime purchase, something you can no longer do with Photoshop (Adobe only allows
monthly licensing these days)
○ Adobe Photoshop Elements – This is like a “light” version of Photoshop for both Mac and PC but
honestly, for a beginner, this can do just about everything you need for less money. I used Elements for
years before upgrading to Photoshop and it worked great.
○ Corel PaintShop Pro – For Mac and PC, this alternative to Photoshop does most of what its rival does
but costs less. Some tools can take a bit longer than in Photoshop (in terms of processing time) but
overall, another good alternative.

SOFTWARE AND APPS
Free Software
○ Google’s Picasa – For Mac or PC. It won’t do everything Photoshop can do. Its interface can be
tricky to learn and it requires you upload all your photos. But it is free and can do basic photo editing
quite well.
○ Apple Photo – If you have a Mac, definitely start here. It’s free, it syncs with your other devices and
it can do a nice job with a number of editing tools.
○ GIMP – For Windows, Mac and Linux. This opensource alternative to Photoshop can do just about
anything Photoshop can do. The catch? It’s hard to learn. But if you take the time, you get all that
processing power for free.
○ Pixlr Editor – Mac, PC, Mobile. This is a great tool if you don’t mind the ads on the desktop version.
It comes with a ton of filters in addition to the usual editing tools. I personally use the mobile version
quite a bit when I want additional effects I can’t get in Instagram when processing photos on my
phone.
○ Corel PaintShop Pro – For Mac and PC, this alternative to Photoshop does most of what its rival
does but costs less. Some tools can take a bit longer than in Photoshop (in terms of processing time)
but overall, another good alternative.

SOFTWARE AND APPS
Mobile Apps
○ Three of the desktop versions listed above, Photoshop (Photoshop Express) Lightroom (Mobile)
and Pixlr both have great apps for both Android and iPhone as well.
○ PicsArt Photo Studio for Android and iPhone has an easytouse interface plus allows you to
add fun things like stickers and make collages. It is a highly rated app because of all you can do
with it.
○ Instagram is an obvious tool for photo sharing but it also has a surprisingly good photo editing
function now.
○ Snapseed allows you to make easy changes to photos plus offers a large array of filters and
effects.
○ There are many others like PhotoDirector, Photo Editor by dev.macgyver, VSCO and Mextures
(for iPhones only but great for textures). But the ones listed above will more than get you started.
Try some and see what works for you since most are free.

For additional tools, tips and
resources to help you explore the
world around you and the world
within you, visit
StephenWBrock.com

EXPLORE YOUR

All text and photographs copyright 2016
by Stephen W. Brock
www.StephenWBrock.com

WORLDS

