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“You don’t take a photograph. You make it”
- Ansel Adams

...Or do we? 

The term ‘point and shoot’ has in recent times become the moniker of personal 
photography. With the advent of automatic cameras one simply has to literally 

point their camera and shoot to capture an acceptable photograph. So who really 
makes the photograph? Is it the camera or the person? How much conscious 
thought goes into capturing that once in a lifetime memory? 

What this guide attempts to do is bring the human element back into photography. 
Bringing the ‘make’ back to the photograph. Through a series of topics we 
start by exploring the basic elements of creating a photograph, beginning with 
understanding how the camera works, controlling exposure and focus, and work up 
to an understanding of how we actually find and make an inspiring image. Going far 
beyond that of a snapshot.
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A brief history

Before we can begin to understand how to create 
a truly excellent photograph we must first 

understand what photography is, how it works, and 
what makes a great photograph. I am a firm believer 
that to understand where we are going, we must first 
know where we have come from and how it works.

Pinholes
The first documented evidence of the basic idea of 
a pinhole camera comes from the Chinese about 
2500 years ago, writing their observations of how 
an image formed upside down opposite a small 
hole in a wall. Then about 100 years later the Greek 
philosopher Aristotle talked about the same effect. 
He wondered why when light shines through a small 
rectangular peep hole, the projected image appears 
circular. The answer was not to be discovered until 
about 1600 years later. 

Camera Obscura
Somewhere between 1011AD and 1021AD an Iraqi 
scientist, Alhazen described the Camera Obscura in 
his book of optics. Drawing from the concepts of the 
pinhole from over 1000 years earlier this invention 
would later revolutionise the work of many artists 
including Leonardo DeVinci in the 1500s. Using 
a small room sized Obscura, a pinhole allowed a 
projection of the subject to be projected, upside 
down, onto transparent paper for drawing. 

Heliography
The first known permanent photograph came from 
Frenchman Nicephore Niepce in 1826 using a 
crude wooden camera with a microscope lens. He 
exposed an image onto bitumen coated glass. Under 
exposure to light the bitumen hardened. The glass 
was then washed, leaving only the exposed areas. 
The bitumen had to be exposed to light for several 
hours to achieve the result. The Heliograph was 
born.

Modern Day
The principals of the Pinhole, Camera Obscura, and 
Heliograph founded the basis of all photography. 
In the many years since they still hold true today. 
The wall was replaced by bitumen coated glass, 
which was replaced by silver based slides, film, and 
today a digital sensor. The pinhole was replaced by a 
microscope lens, which was later replaced by more 
complex lens arrangements.  However, at the heart 
of all photography, we are still catching light in a box 
with a hole. 

Above: This drawing, made in 1652 shows an outer shell with lenses fixed in the walls 
to project and image onto a transparent piece of paper for the artist to draw. The artist 
entered through a trapdoor.

Below: Nicephore’s Heliograph “View from the window at Le Gras” was the first 
documented permanent photograph.
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“Patience is the essence of clicking great Photographs!!” 
- Abhijeet Sawant

The first Heliograph took hours to expose. Early plate and film 
photographers would have to expose expensive silver based 

images over several minutes. More recently 35mm film would have 
to be developed in a lab before viewing.  Historically, photographers 
had to put much time and thought into creating a photograph so as 
not to waste the opportunity and expense with a poor image.  

Today, in this digital world, we get the instant gratification of an 
image on the screen of our camera just fractions of a second after 
clicking the shutter. Perhaps we need to slow ourselves down, think 
more about the photographs we take, and concentrate more on the 
journey of getting to the result rather than the immediate buzz of a 
point and shoot. Surely this patience will reward us with better, more 
soulful photographs. 
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The Light Fantastic - A guide to Exposure

Photography is all about light.  
It may sound obvious but rarely do we think about 

this simple concept. The act of taking a photograph is a 
process of capturing and recording light as it bounces 
off the environment, or flows directly into the camera. 
Just like the Pinhole and Camera Obscura, except the 
image is formed over time as with a Heliograph. 

Think of this like collecting tap water in a bucket. You 
open the tap, and begin to collect the water. Over time 
the bucket begins to fill and once it’s filled to the desired 
level, you close the tap or remove the bucket. Taking a 
photograph works just the same way. You collect light 
over time until you have the desired image. Too much, 
and you over-fill your ‘light-bucket’, too little and you 
barely capture an image.  

So there’s the challenge – how do we control our camera 
to achieve the best possible exposure? When you take a 
photograph two things happen. Just like filling a bucket. 

First you open the tap. In your camera the ‘tap’ is your 
aperture, an opening in the lens that allows light to flow 
into the camera. Second you place the bucket under the 
tap to start collecting water. In your camera this is the 
shutter opening to reveal the film or sensor and begin 
collecting light. The sensitivity of the sensor is like the 
size of your bucket. More sensitive sensors need less 
light to be ‘full’.

Ever since the Heliograph and right through to the 
modern DSLR, creating an exposure relies on the 
careful balancing of these three parts of what is now 
known as the exposure triangle. These three sides of the 
triangle are:

Shutter Speed – How long the shutter is open for. 
Aperture – This is the opening of your lens.
ISO – The sensitivity of the sensor or film to light.

In the case of the Heliograph, the microscope lens 
allowed a fixed flow of light through to the bitumen 

coated glass plate at the back of the camera. Over a 
long period of time the bitumen would react to the 
light causing a permanent image to be made. The same 
holds true with film, although modern film, being more 
sensitive to light reacts much quicker than bitumen, 
allowing for an image to be formed over fractions of a 
second. 

Different grades of film were produced, each with a 
different reaction speed. These were rated on a scale 
defined by Kodak as ASA (American Standards 
Association). The higher the ASA number, the more 
quickly the film would capture the image. The ASA 
designation was later replaced by ISO (International 
Organisation for Standardization). Modern digital 
sensors now replace film, however like film expose over 
time, and use an adjustable ISO.

Left: The exposure triangle demonstrates the delicate 
balance and creative possibilities that come from the 
three exposure controls; Aperture, Shutter Speed, and 
ISO. This simple diagram shows the effects of changing 
a setting. 

For example, when increasing shutter speed to freeze 
action, either the ISO must be increased, or the 
aperture must be enlarged to maintain a correct 
exposure. 

By increasing ISO more noise or grain is introduced, 
and by enlarging the aperture the depth of field 
becomes more shallow. These effects are explored in the 
following pages. This balance and trade off mentality 
both forces the photographer to consider the intention 
and effect of the image carefully and opens up infinite 
possibilities for combining these effects in ever more 
creative ways. 



Page 7

Aperture & Shutter Speed

Aperture is a measurement of the opening of your 
cameras lens. In the first cameras this aperture 

was nothing more than a small hole of fixed size 
over which a lens was placed. Later developments 
of lenses introduced adjustable apertures, giving the 
photographer control of the flow of light into the 
camera. A wider aperture, lets in more light, allowing 
the camera to collect light faster, in turn allowing the 
image to be correctly exposed in a shorter time. This 
enables the photographer to use a faster shutter speed 
(the length of time the camera takes the photo for) 
allowing for action to be frozen, giving a sharper image. 

Especially useful when there is little available light, or 
photographing a moving subject while hand holding 
the camera. In some cases a smaller aperture is needed 
to give correct exposure; when there is too much light, 
for example a bright sunny day, or at longer shutter 
speeds for blurring of the action.
 By allowing or restricting the flow of light into 
the camera we open up the possibilities of a range of 
shutter speeds, otherwise inaccessible without the use 
of special filters or additional lighting. That’s great 
for the photographer who travels light and wants the 
maximum creativity from a minimum of equipment. 

The ability to freeze action by opening the aperture 
and increasing the shutter speed enables us to capture 
movement with exquisite detail and sharpness. With 
shutter speeds of up to 1/8000th second, it has become 
ever more important for lenses to exhibit exceptionally 
wide apertures. Likewise, for those wishing to display 
movement in a different way; by restricting the flow of 
light, our shutter speeds can decrease in excess of many 
seconds allowing for entire movements to be quite 
literally captured .

Far Left: With a wide aperture 
enough light was captured to enable 
a very fast shutter speed to be used 
to completely freeze this bird mid 
movement. 
Note how the bird is completely 
in focus and yet the background 
remains soft and very much out 
of focus. We call this a shallow 
depth of field. This is one of the 
properties of a wide aperture and 
aids to create subject - background 
separation.

Left: A much smaller aperture 
combined with low light conditions 
allowed for the long exposure time 
required to capture the movement 
of passing cars and a bus on this 
road. A tripod was essential to keep 
the camera steady throughout.
This use of a restricted aperture 
also gave this image a very deep 
depth of field., something that is 
very desirable in environmental 
photographs where the details of the 
surroundings are important.
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Measuring aperture is made more simple by the use 
of a scale of f-numbers, called ‘f stops’.  An f stop is a 
measure of the relationship between the diameter of the 
aperture of a lens and the focal length. You don’t have 
to know this, but you may find it interesting.

The f stop (f)= Focal Length / Aperture Diameter. 

Although this sounds complex, due to the way light 
works, this F-number is a very useful and universal 
measurement. 

Lets take one lens at 100mm, and one at 200mm focal 
lengths, both at an aperture of f/4. We can use f = 
length / diameter to know that at 100mm the aperture 
is 25mm, and at 200mm the aperture is 50mm. 

This means the 200mm lens can collect light four times 
faster than the 100mm lens. However at 100mm the 

light is being collected from a view twice as wide and 
twice as high as 200mm, meaning the same amount of 
illuminance on the sensor at the back of the camera.

On most lenses the f stop scale goes like this:  
1.4, 2, 2.8, 4, 5.6, 8, 11, 18, 22, 32

Each f stop halves the amount of light entering the lens 
compared to the one before. To compensate, as you 
move up to the next f stop, you should halve the shutter 
speed. As you move down the f stops, you can double 
the speed each time.

Also, moving up the scale; closing the aperture results 
in more of the image being in focus. Moving down; 
opening the aperture causes more of the image in front 
of, and behind the focus point to fall out of focus. 

We have the ability to capture moments in an instant, 
literally freezing the action to reveal moments 
otherwise unnoticed.  We can slow the whole process 
down to drag movement and time over a single image. 
Or we can simply allow ourselves the ability to shoot 
acceptable images in conditions otherwise too dark 
or too bright for hand held photography. We can have 
entire scenes in sharp focus, or be very selective and 
restrict the focus area.

Without these controls, we are limited to simple point 
and shoot methodology, where the conditions and 
camera are the boundaries to realising the moments we 
wish to capture. By taking control of these two settings 
we remove these boundaries and begin to take the first 
step from snapshots to true photographs. 

Left: On earlier lenses aperture is controlled by the turn 
of an aperture ring found at the base or top of the lens. 
Here, at the top of the lens you can see the common 
F-Numbers ranging from f/1.4 (very wide) to f/16 
(narrow). At the base of this lens is a depth of field scale 
depicting the range of focus for each aperture. On most 
modern lenses the aperture control ring has been replaced 
by a control on the camera, with only certain lenses, often 
manual lenses, proving to be the exception. The depth of 
field scale however has become common place on modern 
high end lenses due to its continued use when estimating 
appropriate apertures to achieve a desired depth of field. 

Right: Night shots like these involve shooting with very 
little light. In order to achieve a suitable exposure, the 
shutter speed had to be extended to several seconds. A 
wider aperture could not be used as doing so would have 
resulted in a narrow depth of field. A conscious choice was 
made to limit aperture and extend shutter time for this 
shot.
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ISO - Exposure sensitivity

Until the advent of digital photography, ISO was 
a matter of choosing a roll of film with a fixed 

sensitivity to light and sticking with that sensitivity until 
the roll was changed. This meant careful thought about 
the nature of the coming photography before selecting 
a film ISO. Once the film is in the camera, only by 
expending the remaining film can the ISO be changed. 
A very expensive choice. 

The kind of thought put into making this choice would 
take the form of questions like:
How much light will be available today? Will I be 
freezing action or wanting long shutter speeds? 
What quality of image would be acceptable for these 
photographs? 

What quality? Why would quality be in question?

Film ISO was invented to allow for photographers to 
shoot in a variety of conditions with as little compromise 
to aperture and shutter speed as possible. By making 
higher ISO ratings of film more sensitive to light, a 
photographer could choose a higher ISO film type for 
faster shutter speeds and low light situations. However, 
there is a trade-off. As film ISO increases, so do the 
visible irregularities in the films light-reactive surface. 
These irregularities look like specs and static noise and 
is called ‘Grain’.  As a result of this grain, a photographer 
would have to consider this when choosing a film ISO.  

In modern digital cameras film has been replaced by a 
sensor, however ISO is still present as a setting which 
controls the sensors reactivity to light.  A high ISO 
results in a faster exposure, or the need for less light to 

produce a desired result. Unlike film, which had a fixed 
ISO until changed, digital ISO can be set on a shot-by-
shot basis, making this feature far more flexible when 
shooting in changing situations. 

Unfortunately, the trade-off still exists.  As ISO is 
increased on a digital sensor, image quality decreases, 
and digital noise (or grain) increases also. 

So the same question regarding image quality should be 
asked before choosing an ISO rating on our cameras. 

As a rule of thumb, ISO should only be increased in 
situations where grain is desirable or it is impossible to 
further increase aperture size or decrease shutter speed 
without adverse effects.

(Top Left) At the lowest native ISO setting, in this case ISO 100, 
the camera records the image with the highest quality and colour 
reproduction. Colours are saturated and the image is free of noise.

(Top right) At a much higher ISO value we begin to see loss of definition 
and colour saturation.  Noise begins to be disruptive, causing loss of 
detail and requiring heavy noise reduction which will reduce detail.
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Exposure metering

Up to this point we’ve looked at the importance 
of taking control of our cameras to achieve the 

best possible exposure without compromising creative 
intent. Now we ask, what good is control without the 
means to evaluate a situation and decide on the correct 
combination of settings for our photograph? 

Very early and basic cameras lacked the functionality 
to aid the photographer with evaluating a scenes light. 
The photographer had to understand from experience 
what settings to use to achieve a desired exposure. This 
often lead to incorrect and unusable photographs; trial 
and error, and much time wasted, except in the hands 
of seasoned photographers, who having made all of 
the mistakes previously, had learned to observe light 
and adjust their settings accordingly.  That is, until the 
invention of the light meter. 

Early light meters such as the ‘Actinometer’ provided 
a crude but useful measurement of the time taken to 
expose film to light. Typically pocket watch shaped, and 
containing a piece of photo print paper; the time taken 
to darken the paper when exposed to the scenes light 
was used to provide a measurement upon which to base 
the camera’s settings. 

A more commonly used early light meter was the 
‘Extinction Meter’. Extinction meters used increasingly 
darkened strips of transparency through which a series 
of letters or markings were viewed in the available light. 
The darkest visible marking provided a reading upon 
which the exposure settings could be based. 

Latter meters used photo-electric Selenium compounds 
to turn available light into a measurable electronic 
reading. These devices provided a more accurate 
reading of the available light at any point in the scene 
where the meter was placed. The evolution of this 
technology gave us the light meters available today. 

Light meters gave photographers a means to 
more accurately set up the camera for any given 
environment. Free from our own human bias and 
judgement, they provide a definite reading of the 
current conditions, virtually eliminating poor 
exposures when used effectively.  The importance of 
meters influenced the evolution of camera technology, 
giving us the automatic camera. The first step toward to 
accessible and creative photography, and the rise of the 
point and shoot snap-shooter. 

With modern cameras, offering the ability to 
completely meter and expose our photograph for us 
within a fraction of a second, the temptation to turn 
our cameras dial to Auto is overwhelming. Luckily, for 
creative photographers, these metering options needn’t 
completely remove our control. In fact they can greatly 
enhance our photography in the same way that the first 
meters enhanced the early photographers chances of 
achieving a perfect exposure. What automation gives us 
is speed and accuracy. By no means should this have to 
mean handing over full control. Quite the opposite. 

For example: A sports photographer, photographing 
a football team outside, in changeable light. The 
photographer has the challenge of concentrating on 
the action, while being ready and correctly framed to 

capture any given moment of interest. Not only does 
the photographer have to concentrate on the action 
itself, but also on making creative choices such as focus, 
depth of field, shutter speed, focal length, positioning, 
and framing. All while watching for changes in the 
light which require changes to the camera settings to 
maintain correct exposure. Tricky, right?

Automation allows the photographer to choose 
either shutter speed, or aperture as a creative priority, 
manually controlling this setting, and allow the camera 
to automate the remaining settings to maintain correct 
exposure in varying conditions. This ensures a higher 
rate of usable images, and greater focus on important 
factors such as composition and the action itself. 

By understanding how our camera meters exposure 
and which controls we should hand over to be 
automated we take the first real step to increasing not 
only our creativity, but also our productivity. 
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Incident vs Reflective metering

There are two methods for metering light in a scene, 
each with their advantages and challenges. 

Incident Metering
Hand held light meters measure the light at the 
meters location. By holding the meter in areas critical 
to the photograph, such as highlights and shadows, 
an accurate assessment of the current lighting and 
exposure requirements can be made. This method of 
light metering is called Incident metering. The key 
advantage of Incident metering is the ability to read the 
actual available light right at the location of the subject 
and environment. 

Incident metering can pose a challenge in situations 
where the light is changing moment to moment, 
requiring frequent readings; lots of back and forth 
between subject and camera.  An even more significant 
challenge is posed in cases where the subject is 
inaccessible, for example live events. It would be 
impractical for a sports photographer to run up to the 
athlete for a reading, or a wedding photographer to be 
taking readings next to the Bride and Groom during 
the ceremony. In cases like these, general readings 
need to be made in advance and manual assessment of 
changes to the light relied upon throughout the rest of 
the event. 

Reflective Metering, TTL
Within our modern cameras is a metering system 
which reads the light entering ‘through the lens’ (TTL) 
and provides an exposure evaluation. This method of 
metering light reflected from the environment in-
camera is called Reflective Metering. 

While not reading the actual light falling upon the 
scene, this method provides a great assessment of the 
expected exposure of the scene as a whole, a single 
point, or an area. All from the cameras location. It is 
instant, requires no trespass upon the scene itself, and 
can be done at range from the subject. 

There are however challenges with this method also. In 
order to evaluate the expected exposure, our cameras 
must have a basic understanding of how bright a scene 
should be. It has been established that the average 
photograph is as bright as approximately 12-18 percent 
grey; given that meters are colour-blind. In reality not 
all scenes are 18 bright, so the cameras assessment 
of the required exposure often needs some intuitive 
adjustment. Yet another reason to take control of your 
camera.  

Another challenge with Reflective Metering lies in the 
choice of which parts of the scene to read the light 
from. In fully automatic mode, most cameras will 
read the entire scene to establish the required settings 
for an 18 percent average. In the case of a back-lit 
subject, where the background is much brighter than 
18 percent, reflective metering will judge the overall 
picture to be too bright and your relatively darker 
subject will be under-exposed.

Both types of metering have a place in photography 
for their advantages. Of course their limitations help to 
dictate where that place should be. Incident Metering 
is best used in controlled setups such as portraits, 
studio setups and situations where the subject is 
always accessible or the light constant and controlled. 

Reflective Metering has its place in candid situations 
or at scenes where available light is variable. Reflective 
Metering can also be effectively used in studio and 
controlled settings provided the photographer makes 
effective use of the ‘full scene matrix’, and ‘spot’ 
evaluative options to maximise the accuracy of the 
readings: 

Evaluative / Matrix Metering 
Evaluative metering is most likely the default metering 
mode for your camera. This mode takes the full 
picture into account when trying to achieve 18 percent 
brightness.

Centre Weighted Metering 
Using centre weighted metering allows more emphasis 
to be placed on the centre of the frame, with the outer 
areas only subtly effecting the reading. 

Spot metering 
This mode takes a reading from a specific spot in the 
frame, often the centre. This can be especially useful 
when taking individual readings from highlights and 
shadows before manually setting exposure. 
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Exposure modes

With all this automation available, how exactly do 
we take control of our cameras exposure settings 

to shape our photography how we want it to be?

Just as we have Aperture, Shutter Speed, and ISO 
to control our exposure, we also have degrees of 
automation allowing us levels of control ranging from 
none, to completely manual. The main modes we use 
are: Aperture Priority, Shutter Priority, and Manual 
Exposure. We also have manual and automatic ISO as a 
separate option. 

Aperture Priority
With the A mode on our camera we hand over 
control of the shutter speed to the camera and take 
manual control of the lens’ aperture. This is great for 
maintaining creative control over the depth of field 
(amount of focus) in our image without worrying about 
the correct shutter speed for the exposure. 

Shutter Priority
By setting the camera to S mode (or Tv on canon 
cameras) we take control of the shutter speed, and 
hand over control of the aperture to the camera. This is 
especially useful when shooting subjects which require 
a specific shutter speed, or making a long exposure 
photograph. 

Manual Exposure
Setting the camera to M mode effectively turns off all 
shutter speed and aperture automation. Providing the 
camera is set to manual ISO, the cameras metering 
is passive; for information only. The photographer is 
responsible for setting the shutter speed and aperture. 

This mode is perfect for seasoned photographers, 
with a routine and instinct for constantly checking 
and correcting exposure on the fly. This mode also 
suits situations where exposure settings are to remain 
constant after setup. 

Auto ISO
A separate setting that can be used along with any of 
the other modes. There is mixed debate about the use 
of automatic ISO. When enabled, the cameras metering 
remains active, adjusting ISO to correct exposure. 
The risk is the potential for low quality images and 
less stylistic control. Most cameras allow a limit to the 
minimum and maximum ISO that the auto setting can 
use to better control quality. Best used when there is a 
massive variation to the lighting conditions. 

Exposure Compensation
When photographing in Manual Mode we rely on 
our own intuition and experience to correctly judge 
exposure and set our Aperture, Shutter Speed and ISO 
to suit. However when turning exposure control over to 
the camera in any of the semi automatic modes, what 
can we do to correct for metering errors? 

Here’s a great example of a situation where we need to 
make a correction:  As a photographer I often found 
myself photographing weddings. In shooting a wedding 
I always try to use Manual Mode as much as possible 
to take complete control of all settings for maximum 
creative control. Sometimes, the light is changing 
moment to moment; I’m moving from light to shade, 
indoors to out; there’s a whole lot going on. To cope 
with these situations where I’m candidly shooting and 

moving around I will occasionally need to use Aperture 
Priority mode. Turning over control to the camera 
while maintaining complete control over the Aperture 
and ISO.  Now there’s one fairly constant thing about 
weddings. Brides tend to wear white, and the Groom 
and men tend to wear a much darker colour.  This poses 
a challenge for the cameras metering sensor. 

When there’s a good mixture of people in the frame the 
18 percent rule tends to work well, so metering does 
a good job, but when shooting a bridal portrait, the 
white dress or bright background pushes the average 
more towards the whiter side of grey. This fools the 
metering sensor into evaluating the scene as too bright, 
and the exposure automation raises the shutter speed to 
darken the image.  Result; A grey, dull dress, and under 
exposed faces. 

The opposite also happens when shooting the Groom 
portrait; the dark colours in his suit fool the sensor 
into ‘thinking’ the scene is too dark, and the exposure 
is increased , leading to an over exposed image, lost 
highlights, and under whelming shadows.
 
This is where exposure compensation comes in. Rather 
than switching to manual then setting my shutter and 
aperture, I adjust the exposure compensation positively 
to brighten the Bridal portrait, or negatively to darken 
the Grooms portrait. Essentially I tell the camera to 
either add or reduce the meters chosen exposure value 
in anticipation of the meter being fooled. For me; it’s yet 
another reason to shoot in manual a little more often 
and take the meters readings as a guide only. 
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Backlighting can often be an issue when 
using automatic exposure modes such as 
Aperture Priority, Shutter Priority, and 
Program Mode. 

In these examples there is strong 
backlighting which can easily overpower 
the ambient light in the scene. When 
metering with matrix / full scene 
metering  the entire scene is taken into 
account causing the exposure to be mostly 
biased to the background.  By using 
exposure compensation or spot metering, 
a correctly exposed image can be made.  

(Left main) - In the example with the 
Bird, the background is very strongly 
lit in comparison with the darker 
features of the bird.  The bird can be 
exposed correctly in one of three ways.   
1. Matrix meter and test shot, followed 
by exposure compensation.  Not the best 
option in these cases as the moment may 
be missed. 
2. Manual exposure by trial and error - 
very similar to method 1, however once 
exposure is set, no changes to the scene or 
framing will effect exposure.
3. Spot meter for the bird, then either 
lock exposure, recompose and shoot, or 
manual expose during spot metering, 
recompose and shoot.  A much better 
option as this only requires one exposure 
calculation.  

(Inset) - Strong backlighting can fool the 
camera into heavily under exposing the 
foreground.  This can however be used to 
dramatic effect as seen in this example.  
By exposing for the background we get a 
sense of scene, and allow the silhouette to 
tell the story. 
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Another key part of achieving a correct exposure 
is White Balance. In the early days of film, all 

images were black and white, so white balance was not 
as much of an issue; an image simply consisted of light 
and shadow. Contrast was king. Colour correction 
during black and white photography was used only 
as a means of restricting and enhancing the exposure 
of particular hues of light to create a mood or desired 
contrast. That is until colour film was invented. 

No longer was photography just about recording light 
and shadow, although still very important, colour 
became a key factor to consider. More importantly, 
the colour of the light being captured. Different light 
sources emit different colours of light, causing the 
environments colours to shift as the light source 
changes. Daylight on a clear day is blue; on a cloudy 
day, more white; and at sunset the light shifts towards 
red. Under tungsten or incandescent sources the light 
is more orange, and fluorescent sources emit a greenish 
hue. 

The way we see is nothing short of amazing. Our 
sight is highly adaptable. We do not notice the subtle 
shift between varying colours of light sources and 
effortlessly compensate for the changes in colours cast 
on our environment. Our camera however only sees 
the light as it is. An unprepared camera would record 
daylight as cool white to blueish tinted, and indoor 
incandescent lit scenes as having an orange hue. For 
film users this meant the application of opposite colour 
filters placed in front of the lens to shift the images 
colour range back towards what we perceive as normal.  
Alternatively, during processing, a similar filter would 

be used to shift the colour range to normal during the 
development process.
 
In todays digital world, our cameras still have the 
same issue, however one thing has changed. We now 
have the ability to tell the camera about the hue of the 
light in our scene.  In turn, the camera automatically 
corrects the image to produce a correct photograph. 
This is a process known as white balancing.  The term 
comes from the method of balancing the colour hue 
until white appears correctly; since it is easy to tell if 
the whites in our image are tinted. 

In most modern cameras white balancing is performed 
automatically, from sampling the range of hues in 
the image to determining the correct balance, and 
finally adjusting the final image.  In most cases 
automatic white balance works near perfectly with only 
occasional adjustments required in post production, 
although there are situations where manual white 
balancing is preferred. 

Colour Temperature
Colour temperature describes the spectrum of 
light emitted from a source. Originating from the 
observation of light emitted from a ‘blackbody’ when 
heated to specific temperatures. A black body is a 
source which neither reflects, nor transmits ambient 
light. A rough example of this is when heating metal. 
At high temperatures the metal is said to be red hot; 
and at higher temperatures, white hot.
As colour temperature increases; the colour of the 
light shifts from red to cooler colours, until blue, then 
white. We measure colour temperature in Kelvin (K), 

White Balance

(Above) - White balance controls the ‘temperature’ of the image.  In this 
example we have a smooth gradient increasing in colour temperature from 
Orange to Blue. Despite the cool appearance of the blues in this image, this 
end of the temperature spectrum is of a higher value than that of the warmer 
colours. Remember, the warmer the colour, the lower the temperature. 
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with daylight reading as approximately 5000 - 6500K, 
Tungsten measuring a warm 2000 - 3500K, and an 
overcast sky measuring at a very cool 9000 - 10000K.
Your camera uses the same scale.

In Practice
Modern DSLR’s use this same white balance scale to 
calibrate the spectrum of colours being recorded in 
a photograph. By selecting the correct white balance 
in our camera, the colours in the photograph should 
match the same colours we perceived in person. 

Auto white balance achieves this by measuring an 
average white balance across the frame, and setting 
a colour temperature which best fits all sources. The 
result is often acceptable, however when multiple 
sources are present with differing colour temperatures, 
the final image can appear somewhat different to 
expectation. 

In the case of a scene where there are multiple sources 
of differing colour temperature, manual white balance 
is often preferred. By calibrating the camera to read 
the subject of a scene correctly the subjects colours are 
preserved. This can be achieved by calibrating using 
a grey-card, a neutral coloured card, which when 
properly white-balanced should appear neutral in 
colour. Alternatively, calibration to the dominant light 
source can achieve the desired result. Natural sources 
often make the best choice for calibration, however 
if the scene is dominated by artificial sources, and 
natural sources cast little influence on the subject, then 
calibration to the artificial source would be advised. 

Certain subjects can also fool automatic white balance 
into correcting for colour cast. In a scene dominated by 
a narrow range of colours, white balance can be tricked 
into assuming there is colour cast, causing automatic 
correction to produce an over-warm, or cool result.  

An example would be an autumn scene, consisting 
mostly of oranges and reds, under natural sunlight 
(6000K). The white balance facility may read this scene 
as having a red cast, leading the camera to configure 
for a temperature of something more like a warmer 
4000K. After automatic correction adds another 2000K 
to bring the image back to what it thinks is normal 
we result in an overly blueish and far less autumnal 
photograph. By presetting our white balance to daylight 
(6000K), or even a slightly cooler 6500K the warm 
tones in the image will be preserved or even enhanced 
in the final photograph. 

Remember, the camera will always try to correct 
your image to appear as if under daylight by either 
subtracting or adding ‘warmth’ to get back to a neutral 
5000 - 6500K.

It does sound complicated - but is worth taking the 
time to understand if you plan to control your white 
balance.
 
In practice this means warmer looking scenes will 
always be cooled back down in post-correction, 
and cooler looking scenes will be warmed up in 
post-correction. When set correctly before taking a 
photograph, this post correction should always bring 
the balance back to daylight range, giving pure whites 

and accurate colours. 

This correction can be manipulated by setting the white 
balance to the opposite of the desired end result. If you 
want a warm image, set a cool balance. Much like the 
film photographers and their opposite colour filters.

Modern digital cameras also have preset white balances 
such as Daylight, Tungsten, Fluorescent, Sunset, and 
Cloudy to aid in correctly setting the balance for your 
scene. 



Page 16



Page 17

The Human Element

So far we’ve covered the technical basics behind how 
photography works. Without these fundamentals, 

we can not take a photograph, and with a more 
intimate knowledge of these essentials we can begin on 
the journey to truly expressive photography. Practice 
what you’ve learned and keep returning to the previous 
topics until you’re comfortable with your camera.

From here on out I can assume you understand how 
to manipulate the camera, and begin to bring back the 
human element behind this art. 

Here are four famous and powerful quotes for you to 
carry forward through this chapter. 

“Beauty can be seen in all things, seeing and composing 
the beauty is what separates the snapshot from the 
photograph” - Matt Hardy

“A lot of photographers think that if they buy a better 
camera they’ll be able to take better photographs. A 
better camera won’t do a thing for you if you don’t 
have anything in your head or in your heart” - Arnold 
Newman

“It’s one thing to make a picture of what a person looks 
like, it’s another thing to make a portrait of who they 
are” - Paul Caponigro

“To me, photography is an art of observation. It’s about 
finding something interesting in an ordinary place… 
I’ve found it has little to do with the things you see and 
everything to do with the way you see them” - Elliott 
Erwitt
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We’ve heard the phrase “A picture speaks a 
thousand words” many times before, but how 

much thought do we actually put into what we are 
saying with those thousand words? When we take 
a photo of a person are we saying “this is what this 
person looks like”, or “this is who this person is”? 
When we capture a picture of a landscape or city are 
we merely describing the scene as we see it, or telling 
a story about the experience of being there? Pictures 
describe, explain, and record the places, people and 
events they hold. They freeze a moment in time and 
are presented for others to witness. Taken further, a 
picture can evoke emotion, intrigue, and tell a story; 
connecting the viewer to the photograph and allowing 
them to experience something special. 

When we take a snapshot, we record an instant of what 
we saw with our eyes, capturing only a fraction of the 
experience. That instant makes up only a small portion 
of the entire experience we intended to capture. What 
about the temperature, the mood and movement in 
the scene? How did we feel at the moment we took the 

snapshot, and what was it about the scene that made us 
reach for the camera? By considering these questions 
we begin to form a connection with the photograph 
we are about to make. It gains importance, and a story.  
From that moment, this snapshot starts to become a 
photograph. 

Subconsciously we already have the answers to these 
questions. Something made us want to record that one 
moment. Perhaps it was the warm feeling of witnessing 
a majestic sunset over the ocean signalling a perfect 
close to the day. Maybe it was quite the opposite and 
you wanted to capture something that concerned you 
so much it had to be recorded. What ever the subject, 
there was emotion and reason behind it. Somewhere in 
the back of your mind is a story. 

When instantly reaching for the camera and snapping 
a photograph with little thought we leave this story in 
our subconscious, and rarely, unless by a stroke of luck, 
does that story make it into the image. It is by slowing 
down the process that we give ourselves the time to find 

this connection which in turn guides our decisions, 
leads the camera, and infuses the photograph with 
story, emotion, and intent. We take those thousand 
words and give them depth and meaning. 

The highly technical world in which we live poses the 
greatest barrier to truly inspiring photography. Instead 
of turning to artistic method and basic techniques, 
we have grown to believe that technical capability and 
superior automation is all we need to produce a great 
photograph. After over 20 years of major advances in 
photographic technology, what once was difficult to 
master with film has become easy. 

Every day snapshots now surpass the quality and 
technical excellence that once hung in museums 
and galleries. As a result, to separate ones self from 
the masses and truly inspire we must go far beyond 
that of a technically excellent photograph. What a 
photographer needs is a greater understanding of 
the art of seeing and vision, combined with a greater 
awareness of emotion and story.

Connect with your photograph
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Engagement through Story

The first step in creating a great photograph with 
connection is to discover the story. Without a story 

there can be no connection, no intent, and no guidance 
to inform your process. It is story which turns the blank 
canvas into a work of art. 
 Stories are everywhere, in life, made up in fantasy, 
and in every possession, article, and product we create. 
They can be big stories; an epic fairy tale, tragedies, and 
stories of love, loss and all of the things in between. 
They can be small stories; fragments of moments 
which caught our attention for some unique reason. 
A smile or lack thereof tells a story about an emotion, 
the person, and personality. Unless we’re shooting 
blindly into the wind for no apparent reason, every 
snapshot and photo we take holds the potential of story. 
Its in finding and being conscious of the story before 
the shutter is released that we can begin to shape our 
photography to better convey the moment and all its 
subtle, or not so subtle nuances. 
 In most cases the story finds us. We are presented 
with a moment of opportunity. In other cases we set out 
to create something new. In both, it is vital that we take 
even the most brief of moments to consider what it is 
we are capturing. What is the story here? How do we 
even begin to approach this in a productive manner? 
 By attempting to view the story as a whole we 
often fail to realise the subtleties; the essential ‘X’ factor 
which creates the connection between viewer and 
image. The human element is lost. If we break down the 
story into its most elemental components we can’t help 
but be influenced by the moment in the same way we 
would want the viewer to be influenced. By connecting 
ourselves to the story we are better informed as to the 
process to follow. So what are the elements we should 

look for in any story?

Emotion - The most basic and influential element of 
any story is emotion. How does the story make you 
feel? How does the subject feel? What feeling are you 
trying to convey to the viewer? Emotion sets the entire 
mood for the photograph, and guides decisions on 
composition, colour and subject. Decide who’s emotion 
is to guide the mood and run with it.

Event and Context - This is the ‘what’ in the story. 
What is happening in the story? Are we conveying 
movement, a challenge, peace and stability, or even 
conflict? The event may be a single moment, however 
consider the context in which the moment sits, and 
whenever possible try to capture this context to provide 
some back story to inform the viewer of the relevance 
of the moment.

Change or Time - Many stories are about change. An 
event or occurrence that will lead to something else. 
History past or a movement toward the future. Perhaps 
the image conveys a lack of change. Don’t ignore this, 
a lack of something can be as potent as a whole lot of 
everything.

By discovering the story behind our shot we will 
be better informed when deciding on subject, style, 
framing and presentation all of which will either 
enhance or detract from the level of engagement our 
photograph will create. 
 

(Above) The colours and light in this photograph present an exciting scene, 
presented in context with the surroundings, with a clear reference to time of day 
and the type of event. By focusing on the bystanders, a connection is made, placing 
the viewer in the same position as those who attended the event. 

(Above) Emotion is the strongest connector in a photograph. By stripping 
the photograph bare of colour, light and shade are used to remove unwanted 
distractions. The viewer is drawn to the moment in this story. The details, being 
unimportant are hidden in silhouette. Focus on the story and it’s important 
elements enhances this image. 
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To use an example, I shot a fast forty minute photo with 
a brief idea in mind. To create a photo portraying a 
‘bright idea’. 

Without some form of story, creating a compelling and 
engaging photo that effectively illustrates a bright idea 
within forty minutes would have been a needlessly 
difficult task with a high risk of failure. 

By setting myself up with an emotion, context, and time 
I had informed myself that I want to create a magical 
and exciting photo depicting a light in the darkness. 
Something that very well describes how it feels to have 
a bright idea. 

While not a story in the traditional sense, the 
photograph has the elements of story present in the 
planning and execution resulting in a provocative 

image with the ability to invent a story in the mind of the 
viewer; a far more powerful way to connect the viewer to 
the photo. 

The use, or lack of light in the scene indicates time and 
mood, while the inclusion of water drops enhances 
that effect. The mood is then brightened with the more 
intense light in the centre of the frame, and in the way the 
drops are transformed into bright sparkles. 

The abstract nature of the photograph incites interest, 
and draws the viewer in for further examination, during 
which the mind creates it’s own interpretation of the 
story. 

In the case of stories that find us, it’s less of a creative 
thinking exercise and more about observation. Observe 
the scene you are capturing, find the context or history 
which surrounds the event, or the place itself. Look for an 
emotion either in the subject or in yourself, and capture 
the image in a way which tells that story. Try to also give 
a hint as to the possibility of the moments after the photo 
to give the viewer something to think about. 
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The difference between a snapshot and artistry can 
often be so small that it eludes even the best of us. 

To illustrate this point, ask yourself this question; out 
of all of the photographs you took last year, how many 
can you honestly say are truly great pieces of art? Now 
lets look at those photographs. What do they have in 
common, and what separates them from the snapshots? 
Try not to skip this part, constructive self evaluation is 
an important part of growth and improvement.  

The difference between snapshots and art is as simple as 
intent. The dictionary.com definition of intent is

• something that is intended; purpose; design; intention :
• the act or fact of intending, as to do something
• Law. the state of a person’s mind that directs his or her 

actions toward a specific object.
• meaning or significance.

Something that is intended by purpose or design, with 
meaning or significance. 

An artistic photograph is one of meaning, guided by 
intentional design, and executed according to that 
meaning and design. A process without intent is blind 
and without purpose, leading to mixed messages, a lack 
of focus and inability to work to a brief. 

Intent is the beginning of a process which begins before 
you pick up the camera and is carried through to the 
final image. It guides every step and decision and 
ultimately decides the success of the final photograph.  
Without intent images are simply recordings of 
happenings without thought or structure. 

The process of intent can be as complex and proactive 
as we wish, or brief and reactive.  When we think about 
the process we usually think about proactive intent; the 
decision to create something specific which leads to 
a process of structure, and control as seen in portrait 
photography and product imagery. A theme or story 
is decided, location chosen to illustrate the stories 
environment and mood, lighting crafted to further 
enhance this mood, model dressed, made up and posed 
according to the story, and photograph shot, edited 
and presented to capture the story. The whole process 
working from the original intent to tell a story or present 
a mood.

Intent can also be reactive.  In response to an occurrence 
that created a desire to tell a story about the moment. 
The process however remains similar although less 
controlled. The event occurs. Intent to capture the event 
in a factual or fantastic way leads to a decision to seek 
a complementary point of view and composition. The 
image is then edited and presented, all to best tell the 
story in the intended way. A common example of this is 
in photojournalism. 

The intent to capture a photograph alone is not enough 
to produce a work of art. It is the carrying of that 
intention throughout the process and being skilfully 
informed and guided by that intent to tell a story, from 
the first moment, through to presentation that makes 
a photograph connect with the viewer and achieve the 
status of great. It is intent that drives story. So, look once 
again at your very best photographs and consider the 
intent you began with. Did you carry that through to the 
final result? Was every decision you made in the creation 

of that photograph true to your intent?

The process lead by your intent is as important as the 
intent itself. By focusing on your goal every decision is 
guided and informed. A great example is in framing.

When framing a shot I always ask myself these 
questions:

How intimate does this photo need to be with the 
subject to tell this story?
Leading to...
How far away should I be and do I crop or include the 
subject as a whole?

Does the background enhance this story and tell 
something about the subject?
Leading to...
Do I need to include or exclude parts of this 
background, and should it be in focus?

What moment best tells this story?
Leading to...
Should I wait for something to happen or go with the 
moment as it is now? Should I be looking for a pose?

By being lead by my intent, I can quickly examine the 
scene and by following this process get the very best 
from the opportunity.  Similarly this process continues 
throughout all of the decisions I make from setting up 
the camera to editing the image.  

Intent
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Photo analysis: The intent of this photograph is to create a sense of history and drama, connecting the audience to spectacle of seeing a real Lancaster bomber and Spitfire as they would have been when 
they were in military operation.  
This photograph was shot from the ground during a low pass of the aircraft over the Blackpool coast during an aerial display. By excluding the ground and sea, I was able to remove any distracting elements 
that do not fit the period I am attempting to capture. In doing so I created a sense of elevation, raising the apparent view point to one almost level with the aircraft - a sense of flight. The low bold clouds 
enhance this effect. True to the original intent, the photograph draws you up to the level of the planes, and leaves only clues to the WW2 period, with drama. 
The photograph was edited in a black and white style with enhanced contrast and detail to further establish the intended time period and draw out the drama in the sky without loosing the subjects. 
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Personal connection

We’ve got our intent, and we have identified the 
story for our photograph, but how do we use 

what we have to inspire a connection between the 
viewer and the photograph? The title of this chapter 
gives a great clue - ‘The human element’.

In front of us we have our subject, closer still we have 
our foreground, then our camera, and even closer 
we have... ourselves. The greatest tool we have is not 
the camera in our hand. Nor is it the equipment in 
the studio.  It is the mind of the person creating the 
photograph.  The camera can not feel, it can not truly 
see, smell, taste or touch. It will never know love, loss, or 
excitement, and has no recollection of the experiences 
which make up life. 

Experience and emotion are the greatest of influences. 
Our life experiences and mood form the canvas on 
which new experiences are painted. They shape the way 
we react to each and every situation we encounter. They 
also influence the way we connect to a photograph. 
Everyone is different and will react uniquely to your 
photograph. There is no formula for universally accepted 
art. So, who do you choose to create your profound 
connection with? 

You. 

You are a unique individual with your own story, life 
experiences and array of emotions. As human beings 
we are drawn to connect with other human beings. That 
really cool tree you saw in the field the other day... on its 
own really isn’t interesting. We do however care about 

why you thought that tree was cool, and what that said 
about you. We want to know about the story which 
popped into your mind when you saw that really cool 
tree, and most of all, how we all fit into that story, to 
connect with you. At least on some subconscious level, 
and, well... only for the people who can relate to you.

The truth is, we can’t create a connection with everyone, 
in exactly the same way as we can only please some 
of the people some of the time. Don’t worry about it. 
Please yourself. Create works that speak to you and tell 
stories about how you see the world. In doing so, each 
and every one of us will create our own little reality in 
a series of photographs... and there will be people who 
want to share that experience. 

So, we can’t please everyone all of the time, or any of 
the time, but one more thing we can do is to choose 
our subject matter to speak about stories that impact or 
relate to a majority of people. We’re starting to talk about 
genres such as reportage, journalism, and commercial 
photography, which rely on a common interests to form 
a mass connection. While it’s unlikely that millions of 
people will be rushing to see the latest exhibit about 
your daughters epic tenth birthday party, by showing 
images that talk about global warming, war, financial 
crisis, products, celebrities, wildlife, or politics we appeal 
to a much larger group, obviously. 

Does the subject matter have to be so grand to appeal to 
a majority though? No, not at all. Consider motivational 
pieces for example; simple photographs that tell of 
something that relates to a facet of every day life.  

Presenting a subject with a relationship to every day life 
in a story that the majority will understand and relate 
to appeals to a universal need to be accepted as a part of 
the wider whole.  

Likewise, taking a more obscure or outrageous subject, 
presented in context with the ordinary helps to form a 
similar connection, albeit provocatively. We can achieve 
this with techniques such as juxtaposition - including 
elements contrary to the main subject, for example an 
element of the ordinary in a far less than ordinary scene. 
We can also use angles to ‘normalise’ or isolate subjects 
of any size.  By shooting at the subjects eye level we 
place the viewer in the subjects world, helping to form a 
familiar connection.  

Without a personal connection with the subject, and a 
firm understanding of its relevance and influence over 
your audience you may as well be baking a cake without 
ever having tasted one.  It can be done through writ and 
formula, but the passion and flavour will likely be lost in 
the process.  

Shoot what you know, understand, and feel. If seeking to 
shoot something new, shoot it from the perspective of a 
new experience, use that novelty, or become as familiar 
as you can with your new subject before attempting 
to capture its subtleties. It is for this reason that many 
successful photographers choose to specialise. 
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Photo analysis: Using juxtaposition (combining unexpected elements) interest is created. By using familiarity the viewer can feel connected to the photograph, in this case a simple teddy is used to draw on 
the viewers childhood feelings. By placing the teddy out of reach, and reinforced by the pose of the girl the message is deepened to provoke one of two meanings, both highly connectable and universal. The 
viewer can draw on a need to reach for fun and excitement, or reflect on how their childhood is just within reach. The blue sky lends to a sense of hope and positivity, again, drawing on a near universal 
connection between sunny days and happy times. Individually, these elements may be of interest to the photographer, but only together do they form a message with which the viewer can connect and 
be interested in.
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Meaning

This photograph is amazing, it’s so flat and 
expressionless - said no one ever.  

Imagine the world as a flat and lifeless place where 
everyone on it’s flat lifeless surface exhibits the same lack 
of expression as they go about their identical routine. 
Exciting right? No? 

Well, it could make a pretty interesting photograph, 
but only because it’s different from how we really live. 
As interesting as the photo might be, it’s still not quite 
complete. 

Drop a colourful person in there. Better still, give this 
person some personality, something that sets your 
new addition apart from the crowd. Suddenly this 
photograph has a point of interest. Something that 
stands out. Now your photo is about that person. The 
crowd has become the scene. A small change just 
transformed the entire expression in the photograph 
from flat and conformist, to exciting and rebellious. 

As human beings we look for meaning in all things. The 
visual clues we give in our photographs create meaning 
to the viewer. Even if there originally is none. It is 
important that we are aware and make good use of the 
clues we include in or exclude from our photography. 
Subtle changes can make a big difference. 

Consider portraiture. It’s all about the eyes in a portrait. 
We are instinctively drawn to the eyes of a subject, we 
read them and follow them. The eyes tell us the subjects 
emotion, direction of interest, and state of mind. 
Looking into the camera creates an intense connection 

with the viewer on a personal level, while looking 
away suggests distraction, inability or unwillingness to 
connect, or interest elsewhere, leading the viewer to seek 
that point of interest. 

Posture tells a story about the person. Posture must be 
genuine and true to the situation. In real life about 80% 
of our communication is visual. In a photo, 100% of 
a subjects communication is visual. Every thing from 
the eyes to the fingers and position of the feet tells the 
viewer something about the subject.  

Let’s say we’re photographing a couple of newlyweds. It 
can be safe to assume that we are going for a romantic 
theme.  The story being one of love. Two people have 
come together in sharing and commitment to one 
another. These two people are perfect together. Our 
intention is to capture this story, showing the passion 
and love they have for one another. Our couple are 
regular people, and they are not trained actors or models 
so some guidance will be needed in the posing. Going 
for a soft hugging pose we must avoid tension, ensuring 
that the woman’s fingers are curved and only in gentle 
contact with the man.  Straight fingers and forced 
contact gives an image of resistance and discomfort, 
only natural since we’re asking her to pose for us. 
We’ll cover more about posing and movement in our 
portraiture chapter. 

Consider the elements of the scenes environment and 
the meaning that may be placed on them. In choosing 
a scene, often less is more and it is often best to exclude 
any element that does not add to or confirm the story. 
Unintentional elements are distracting and weaken the 

photo overall. Why is this? 

As human beings we seek meaning in everything. When 
we look at a photograph we see the scene as a whole 
first, then find the focal point. We are lead from point to 
point by visual clues such as lines, expressions, shadow, 
and light. The elements we see and the order in which 
we give them attention influences the meaning we 
place on the image we see.  Unintentional elements can 
disrupt this flow, alter the meaning, or even confuse the 
viewer. The point of the photograph is diminished, and 
the viewers attention lost. 

As in our newlyweds example. The pose is one element 
of the photograph - the subject of the image. We 
must also be selective of the location and angle we 
use. Disregard for the location and framing can cause 
disharmony with the theme. We should decide on the 
most suitable environment for this story.  Juxtaposition 
can work very well for showing a before and after or 
past and present story. By placing your couple in a 
contrasting  place of significance such as a bridge or 
street we draw more attention to the romantic theme 
going on unexpectedly in this environment while 
staying true to the story.  Or we can just stay traditional 
and choose an equally romantic setting for the image. 
 
Be clear about the meaning of each element of 
your photograph and use these elements to craft an 
experience for your viewer. Through use of story, intent, 
and connection we can infer our intended meaning 
effectively.
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Photo analysis: A clean composition and appropriate visual signals are important for clear meaning. In the above photo a relatively narrow depth of field is used to restrict the detail to focus of image. The 
tree trunk, branch, and leaves form a frame in which the focus lies. The use of a natural frame within the image leaves the viewer with little doubt as to where to focus while leaving valuable clues as to the 
environment. People are naturally drawn to faces and eyes - the main focus of this photograph. By asking the couple to look at one another a connection is formed, reinforcing the stories meaning. The hand 
on the branch connects the couple to the environment, forming a path back to the focus. Keeping the shoot light hearted and shooting the photo between poses ensured a natural relaxed posture and real 
smiles. Essential to the meaning of this photograph. 
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Research
Innovation is one of mans best attributes. It leads to new 
lines of thought, improvements on previous method, 
and the conversion of a “what if ” into the next big thing. 
It’s key to producing fresh and exciting work. Innovation 
starts with an idea, a story, or a brief but how does such 
an idea become something real and innovative? 

Research and development. Two words that get thrown 
around in business and design. Two words that are often 
forgotten in the arts. Two of the most important words 
that happen without even being thought about. 

Lets start with an imaginary project. We want to shoot a 
wildlife cover, focusing on the red squirrel. This equally 
works with a fashion portrait, or product image, news 
story, or holiday photos. Back to our squirrel project. 
We can’t just grab our camera, any lens, and head out to 
shoot a red squirrel unless we’re lucky enough to have 
them in our back yards, so first, we learn a little about 
the species. 

Researching Red Squirrels will give us the information 
we need to approach the subject appropriately and 
without disappointment. We quickly learn that red 
squirrels are rare in the UK, confined to sanctuaries and 
limited stripes of green belt land, but we can learn where 
they are. Wildlife websites and conservational notice 
boards will often contain information on the various 
species of wildlife available to see. So, can we leave yet? 
Not quite. 

We know where they are, but when will they be active? 
Are they shy or bold? Will we need a longer lens to 
capture the shot without disturbing the animal? We’ll 

almost certainly be needing a tripod to steady that long 
lens - so are we allowed to use one at that location? So, 
with this information we’ll be properly equipped and 
turn up at the correct location, at the best time of day, 
with the right idea of how to encourage the squirrel 
to sit still enough for a shot - using treats that we’ve 
checked to be sure they are not harmful or discouraged 
by the local wildlife trust. Research is going well and 
we’ve just avoided a wasted trip. Surely we can do a little 
more research to further improve our chances to get a 
great shot?

Knowing the location, date of visit and time of day we 
will be present, we can find out the predicted weather, 
and where the sun will be at that time of day. Since in 
wildlife photography the sun is our main, and most 
likely only light source we need to set up our shot to get 
the best from it. 

We could even take this further and learn about the 
animals habits and activities. We can learn how to 
track and locate, and get great ideas of how we should 
be photographing the animal to give a dramatic but 
truthful presentation. 

In short, research and planning can mean the difference 
between success and failure. Upon this research we can 
develop our techniques, practice methods to enhance 
our chances of achieving our goals, and when needed, 
develop new methods and techniques. It’s the stage 
during which we learn the story and refine the intent 
and meaning of our project. It’s the preparation that 
takes away the robotic point and click, and frees us up to 
feel our shot without distraction. 

As I wrote earlier, shoot what you know and understand, 
or learn enough to understand and know your subject. 
Then and only then can you really connect with the 
subject and in turn connect your viewer with the story. 
When shooting a portrait, learn about your subject. Take 
the time to have a conversation and understand them, or 
encourage them to understand your intent so that it can 
come through in the photographs. 

In travel photography, or on holiday, learn about the 
location. Find out about the must see places and find 
the popular photo spots so that you can find somewhere 
new.  Look at postcards and brochures about the 
location, decide on what you want to capture, then find 
a way to do it in your own way. 

In product or still life photography, it is important to 
understand the subject of the photo, and how it needs 
to be presented for best effect. Know it’s best parts, 
and attractive sides. Learn about the people who are 
interested in this object, how would it appeal to them?


