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WELCOME TO…

How to shootHow to shoot
JUST ABOUT 
ANYTHING

The correct technique for shooting a 
series of images of a given subject is 
second nature to professional 
photographers. The pro landscape 
photographer, for instance, will 
instinctively know which part of a scene 
to focus on for optimum sharpness. He’ll 
also know which focal length and 

aperture to use, which filters he’ll need, and whether he’ll 
need to bracket exposures. He’ll work all this out in an 
instant without even thinking about it. This instinct and 
high speed can be a bit dispiriting for amateurs watching 
a pro at work, but in fact, it’s all very easy to learn.

This book examines several key photography concepts 
and genres, and boils down the techniques you need to 
learn into easy-to-follow flow diagrams. These diagrams 
simplify what can appear to the novice to be complicated 
or confusing, and will enable even the greenest shooter to 
start taking better photographs of, as the title suggests, 
just about anything. Enjoy!

Ben Brain, Editor
ben.brain@futurenet.com
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Switch to spot metering.  
Are there any midtone 

subjects in the same light?

With your camera set to 
multi-zone metering, dial-in 2/3 or one stop 
of negative exposure compensation so that 

the exposure indicator moves towards the ‘-’ 
end of the scale. Fire off a shot

Switch to aperture priority mode. Looking at 
the scene through the viewfinder, is the dark 

subject large or small in the frame?

Large Small

No Yes

Check the histogram on the rear LCD. Is the graph roughly in the middle,  
to the left, or so far to the left that it looks like it’s been cut off or ‘clipped’?

This indicates that  
the darkest parts  
of the image are  

pure black, with no 
texture detail. To 

recover it, reduce the 
negative exposure 

compensation so the 
exposure indicator 

moves back right and 
take another test shot

This indicates that  
the image is mostly 

midtones, so the  
dark subject will 

probably look too 
washed out. To make 

the subject appear 
darker, dial in more 
negative exposure 
compensation and 
take another shot

This indicates that  
the image is mostly 

shadows, so the 
subject should look 
dark, but detailed. 
Some clipping of 

shadow detail is okay, 
because it’s easier to 

reveal lost shadow 
detail than rescue 

lost highlights

Once the histogram is distributed  
as you want it to be, you can go 

ahead and take your shot

Middle Far leftLeft

Dial in one to two stops (for dark subjects) 
or two to three stops (for very dark subjects) 

of negative exposure compensation.  
Point the spot meter at the dark subject 
and hold down the Auto Exposure Lock 

button. Fire off a quick test shot

Point the spot meter 
at the midtone subject 

and hold down the 
Auto Exposure Lock 

button. Now fire off a 
quick test shot
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Switch to aperture priority mode. Looking  
at the scene through the viewfinder, is the 
bright subject large or small in the frame?

With your camera set to multi-zone 
metering, dial in one or two stops of 

positive exposure compensation so that 
the exposure indicator moves towards  

the ‘+’ end of the scale. Fire off a shot

Switch to spot metering. Are 
there any midtone subjects 

– grass, trees, buildings or 
similar – in the same light?

Dial in up to two stops of positive 
exposure compensation so that the 
exposure indicator moves towards 

the ‘+’ end of the scale

Point the spot meter at the bright 
subject, half-press and hold the 

shutter release to lock the exposure, 
then recompose and take a test shot

Point the spot 
meter at the 

midtone subject 
and half-press and 

hold the shutter 
release to lock the 
exposure setting. 
Recompose and 
take a test shot

Check the histogram. Is the graph roughly in the middle, to the right,  
or so far to the right that it looks like it’s been cut off or ‘clipped’?

This indicates that the 
brightest parts of the 
image are pure white, 
with no texture detail. 
To recover it, reduce 

the positive exposure 
compensation so  
that the exposure 

indicator moves back 
left and take another 

test shot

This indicates that  
the image is mostly 

made up of 
midtones, so the  
bright subject will 

probably look dull.  
To make it appear 

brighter, dial in more 
positive exposure 

compensation and 
take another shot

This indicates that  
the image is mostly 

highlights, so the 
subject should look 
bright, but detailed

Once the histogram is 
where you want it to 
be, you can go ahead  

and take your shot

Large Small

No Yes

Far rightMiddle Right
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Using your camera’s multi-zone metering, take a test shot and 
review the image with the brightness histogram alongside. If the 

graph indicates that highlights are clipped, is this slight or severe?

Do the flashing areas correspond 
with specular highlights (those that 

you’d expect to see on shiny objects 
like metal, windows and water)  
or areas that shouldn’t be over- 
exposed (like skin and clothes)?

Take the final shot. When you open 
the raw file in Adobe Camera Raw, 
Lightroom or similar software, use  
the Highlights or Recovery slider to 

restore further detail in the highlights

Dial in one or two stops  
of negative exposure 

compensation so that the 
exposure indicator moves 

towards the ‘-’ end of the scale

Slight Severe

Other Specular

First, make sure you’re shooting in the raw 
image quality mode, because this will give you 

a better chance of recovering highlight detail in 
raw-processing software later

As long as the rest of the 
histogram indicates an 

exposure that’s correct for  
the rest of the scene, you can 

ignore this clipping warning

Highlight alerts warn you of areas 
that are at risk of over-exposure, 

rather than areas that are 
over-exposed, but it pays to be 
cautious. Dial in a little negative 
exposure compensation (try 1/2  

or 2/3 stop) and take another test 
shot. Repeat until the important 

areas are no longer flashing

Switch on your camera’s 
highlight alert (found in the 

playback menu) and check the 
image again. Parts of the image 
will be flashing black and white
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Take a test shot and check that the shadows 
reach the far left of the graph without being 

severely clipped. Activate your camera’s 
highlight warning: is the display blinking?

Do you own a set of 
graduated neutral 

density filters?

The exposure exceeds the dynamic range of your 
camera, which means it can’t record the whole 

brightness range. Are you shooting raw or JPEG?

Contrast levels fall 
within the dynamic 

range of your camera, 
meaning that the 

image will hold detail 
from the shadows  

to the highlights.  
Take the shot!

Start with a one-stop ND grad. Looking through 
the viewfinder, slide the filter down so the 

transition just kisses the horizon. Take a test 
shot and check the histogram. If it’s still cut off, 
or ‘clipped’ on the right, try a stronger ND grad, 
or a combination of them. Once you’re happy 

with the histogram, take a shot with a  
well-exposed sky and foreground

Is one large area of the 
scene brighter than the 
rest, such as the sky in 

an open landscape? 

Activate your 
camera’s contrast 

control feature,  
if it has one. In the 

Canon system,  
this is called Auto 

Lighting Optimiser, 
while the Nikon 

equivalent is called 
Active D-Lighting

Is the horizon line 
between foreground and 

sky very straight, or is it 
uneven/hilly?

Use a 
soft ND 

grad

Use a 
hard ND 

grad 

Consider making an HDR (high dynamic range) 
image. Take at least three shots (one under-

exposed, one correctly exposed and one 
over-exposed) then combine these using Merge 

to HDR Pro in Photoshop. Or try software such 
as HDR Efex Pro 2 or Photomatix

Raw

Blinking

JPEG

NoYes

Yes No

UnevenStraight

Not blinking
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Are the people you’re 
photographing sitting relatively 

still, or are they active?

Select single shot focus mode,  
so that the camera will only let 

you take a photo once the image 
is sharply focused

Will the subject be close to the middle  
of the picture, or far off to one side?

Select an AF point that’s closest 
to one of your subject’s eyes. 

This way you’re less likely to lose 
the focus, as you won’t have  

to move the camera as much.  
If your subject is angled away 

from the camera, focus on the 
closer of the two eyes

Select single 
shot mode  
so that the 
camera will 
only take a 

photo once 
the image  
is focused

Manually select the 
centre focus point 

and use this to 
highlight the 

subject’s face

Select 
continuous 
mode. This 

will track the 
movement 

of the people 
to keep them 

sharp

Manually select one 
of the off-centre 
focus points and 

use this to highlight 
the subject’s face

Manually selecting a single focus point means that the 
camera will only focus on the area that you choose. But it 

does mean that, if the person’s moving, you’ll have to move 
the camera in order to keep the focus point locked on them

Lightly press and hold the shutter-release 
button to activate the autofocus system.  

Fully press the button when the image snaps 
into focus in the viewfinder 

You’re taking portraits, but are you shooting 
head shots or full-length photos? 

Still Active

Head shots Full length

One sideMiddle
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Switch to continuous AF. Is the 
background of your photo going 

to be full of detail (like a bird  
in front of trees), or is it clean (like 

a bird flying against the sky)?

Manually select the centre AF 
point in single shot mode. Point 

the camera at a spot that the 
subject(s) pass across regularly 

and half-press the shutter 
release to focus. Switch to MF  

to lock the setting in

Follow the subject through the 
viewfinder and fire the shutter  
when they’re about to pass by  

the point you pre-focused on

If you let the camera decide 
where to focus, it could lock on 
to the background. You’ll need 

to manually select a focus point 
and then keep that on the 

subject as it moves

Activate all the AF 
points – across the 

frame, catching 
anything that moves. 

The camera will 
automatically choose 

the focus point(s) that 
correspond with the 

area it believes should 
be in focus (generally 

the closest or the 
highest-contrast point)

If the camera struggles to maintain focus,  
try activating just the centre focus point. This  

is the most sensitive point, so it will react faster 
and track movement better (as long as you keep 

the focus point over the subject)

As well as using continuous focus for photographing action, use the 
continuous drive mode as well. This will allow you to capture a sequence of 

shots once you fully press the shutter while tracking the subject

Is your subject moving along a predictable  
path, or is it moving erratically?

Detailed Clean

Predictable Erratic
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Will you be looking through  
the viewfinder or using Live View  

to take the picture?

Turn the focus ring on the  
lens until the image appears  
in sharp focus. Even though 
you’re using manual focus,  
the camera will help you –  
an LED light at the bottom  

of the viewfinder will appear 
when the camera detects that 
the picture is sharp, based on 

information from the active 
focus point

Move the frame you see on the 
screen over the part of the 
picture you want to appear 

precisely in focus

Press the zoom button on the 
back of the camera to magnify 

this area (you may need to press 
it more than once) 

Rotate the focus ring until the magnified 
image looks sharp, then press the zoom 
button again to view the image as normal

If you’re having trouble getting the picture  
in focus, you may be too close to the subject. 

Lenses have a minimum distance at which they 
can focus, and the longer the lens, the further 

away you’ll need to be

When you’re shooting extreme close-ups – insects or flowers, for 
example – the focusing distance determines the magnification of the 

subject. Instead of turning the focus ring to fine-tune the point of 
sharpness (which would also change the size of the subject in the frame), 

gently move the camera backwards and forwards to do this instead

For precise focusing at close distances, use manual 
focus. Make sure the lens is in manual focus mode 

(move the slider from A to M (or AF to MF) on the lens 
barrel, or switch the focus mode on the camera to M)

Live ViewViewfinder
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Download a hyperfocal 
distance chart from the 

internet (try www.dofmaster.
com) and manually focus at 

the distance indicated on 
the chart for the focal length 

and aperture of the lens 
you’re using. The image 
through the viewfinder  

will look soft, but the image 
will be sharp

Switch to single shot 
autofocus and lightly press 

the shutter release to 
activate the focus system. 

Autofocus around 1/3  
into the frame, then take 

your finger off the shutter 
release. Switch the lens to 

MF (or M) for manual focus, 
to lock the setting in. 

Focusing around 1/3 into  
the frame will ensure that 
you get maximum depth  
of field, so that the image  
is sharp from foreground  

to background 

AF can fail when faced with 
low-contrast subjects, such 

as a green field or rolling hills. 
AF sensors use contrast  
to determine sharpness, 
adjusting the elements in  

the lens until they measure  
a high-contrast image. 
Low-contrast subjects 

provide little to lock onto, 
and lenses can ‘hunt’ for 

focus. Taking your finger off 
the shutter release and 

half-pressing it again can  
rectify this problem, but it’s 
often easier to lock focus on 
a higher-contrast area at the 
same distance as the subject

When you use autofocus, is the 
lens focusing backwards and 

forwards, as if it’s trying to search 
for something to lock onto?

Most of the time when you’re photographing  
landscapes, you’re likely to want to get as much of the  
scene as sharp as you can – from the foreground right 

through to the distant horizon. Setting a narrow aperture  
of f/16 or f/22 in aperture-priority mode can help here,  

but where you focus within the scene makes a big  
difference. Using the hyperfocal focusing technique is the 

answer. First, does your lens have a distance scale?

Yes

Yes

No

No

To ensure you retain 
the sharpness that 

your careful focusing 
has guaranteed, fire 
the shutter using the 
camera’s self-timer  
or a remote release
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Check the shutter speed on the camera.  
Is it faster than the effective focal length of the lens – 

1/80 sec for an 80mm focal length, for example?

Switch this on and set it to the 
default mode that stops 

wobbling in all directions. 
Stabilisation can help you get 

sharp images at shutter speeds  
that are slower than 

recommended

You can stabilise yourself and 
your camera quite effectively by 

finding a tree, fence, wall  
or even your car to lean on  

while you take your shot

Try resting your camera  
and lens on top of your 

camera bag. Fire the shutter 
using a remote release  

– or the camera’s built-in 
self-timer – in order to keep 
everything completely still

If you can’t hold the camera steady 
standing up, you’ll find that kneeling 

down will provide a more stable 
platform. This technique is useful if 
using lenses with long focal lengths, 

because you can rest your left elbow on 
your knee for greater stability

Yes No

Does your lens or camera 
have image stabilisation?

Yes No

Are you shooting on open, 
featureless ground?

Yes No

Choose a wider aperture 
to increase the shutter 

speed. If you can’t select 
a wider aperture, or you 
don’t want to, increase 
the ISO setting to give 

you the necessary 
shutter speed

Stand with your legs slightly 
apart and keep your arms down 

by your sides. Cradle the 
camera and lens with your left 

hand and press the shutter 
release smoothly to minimise 

movement 

Do you have a  
camera bag or 

backpack with you?

Yes No
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activate it to reduce any slight shaking when shooting 
with a monopod. Will you be moving the camera  

to photograph a moving subject?

Yes No

The key to getting the most from a monopod is how  
you stand and support the camera. You need to ensure  

your stance is balanced and comfortable, and that you use 
your body as an integral part of the monopod

When you’re shooting with 
a wide-angle or standard lens, 

simply screw the monopod 
directly into the base of the 

camera

If you’re using a large 
telephoto zoom, attach it to 
the tripod collar on the lens. 

This produces a more 
balanced setup

Press down on the monopod slightly by 
placing your hand on top of  

the lens rather than holding on to  
the monopod itself

Make sure that you are free to  
twist your body to allow you to cover 

the area the subject is likely to be 
moving through. Try to find a 

position where you can cover the 
greatest area without having to 
move your feet. Make sure the  

pan arc tracks the subject before 
and after the area you want to 

shoot, for smooth results

Stand so that you are 
comfortable and balanced. Put 

one foot in front of the other 
rather than standing square on 

to the subject, and place the foot 
of the monopod almost 

alongside your leading foot

Many monopods enable the use of  
a moveable head. With a small lens 

you’ll need a head to shoot vertically, 
but if you’re using a large lens with a 

tripod collar it’s easier to do it without

Will you be taking horizontal  
or vertical shots?

Horizontal Vertical

Will you be using a short or long lens?

Short Long
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Always make sure that you use the 
thickest sections of the legs first. 

These are stronger and offer more 
stability than the thinner, lower 

sections, which you should only use if 
you really need the extra height

The lower you can keep the 
tripod, the less potential 

there will be for the legs to 
flex, and the greater the 

stability it will provide

On grass or soft ground, push the 
feet down into the surface to give 

it extra stability. Some tripods 
have spiked feet to make this 

easier

On rock or hard ground make 
sure that the feet aren’t going to 

slip or slide. On these surfaces 
you’ll find that keeping the legs as 

vertical as possible helps

Add some weight to the setup by hanging your 
camera bag from the central column. Some 
tripods have a handy clip designed for this 

purpose. If it’s very windy, attach a bungee cord 
between the hook and bag, and then adjust the 

length so that the bag is just touching the ground

When you adjust the height of the tripod, use all of the 
leg sections first to avoid using the centre column if 

possible. Even the thinnest leg sections will 
be more stable than extending the centre column

Do you need to raise the tripod higher 
than the height of the first leg sections?

Yes No

Are you shooting on soft 
or hard ground?

Soft Hard
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Do you have time to plan your video 
shoot, or are you just grabbing some 

footage on the fly?

Does your camera have its  
strap attached?

If you want to follow a moving subject with the camera, buy or hire a 
stabilising mount. These devices enable you to produce smooth video while 

moving by using a counterbalance and floating mount to steady the 
camera. They take some getting used to, and cost from £190 to over £600,  

but they do work well

A quick fix when shooting for short periods 
is to use the camera strap to brace the 
camera. Find a position where you can 

comfortably watch the rear screen, then 
adjust the strap so that 

it’s taut at this point

PlannedGrabbed

Does your lens or 
camera feature image 

stabilisation?

Yes No

Switching on image stabilisation will 
provide steadier results for static 

shots. But it isn’t ideal for panning or 
tracking because the picture can 
appear to judder as the stabiliser 

adjusts the image

Find a suitable support 
to brace your camera 

and lens. The 
traditional solutions for 

stills photography 
– such as resting the 
camera on a nearby 

fence or a wall, or using 
a normal photographic 

tripod – will work for 
static footage

Use a tripod for shake-free footage. Consider swapping 
the head for a dedicated video one though. This will 

provide a smoother motion when shooting action

Yes No
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Before you buy a graduated ND filter system, you need to 
know the diameter of your lens. If you’re unsure, you’ll find it 

printed on the inside of the lens cap, or look at the number 
on the front of the lens next to the small circular symbol

Finalise the composition of the scene and lock the camera 
on a tripod. Carefully screw the bracket onto the front of  

the lens and attach the holder. You should be able to rotate 
the main body of the holder once it’s in place

Before adding a filter, use aperture-priority 
mode and point the camera at the foreground. 

Take a note of the shutter speed

Slide the filter into the holder so that the dark area of 
the filter only just covers the bright area of the scene. 
Use Live View to position it accurately, or press your 

camera’s Depth of Field Preview button to make  
the transition easier to see in the viewfinder

Use manual exposure mode and evaluative or matrix  
metering to take a test shot. Check the histogram to see  

whether the shot’s too dark (the histogram is shifted to the left)  
or too light (the histogram is shifted to the right). Then adjust the 

exposure to retain the maximum tonal detail possible

If additional filters are required then extra slots can be  
used to build up the effect. It’s generally not a good idea to 
use multiple filters, because this can affect the quality and 
contrast of the image. Does the scene you’re shooting have  

a clear, straight horizon, such as a seascape?

Yes No

Now point the camera at the sky and take a note of the 
shutter speed. How many stops difference is there  

between the two readings? Work this out by doubling  
or halving the shutter speed – for example, between 1/100 

sec and 1/200 sec is one stop

Two stops Three stops Four stops

You’ll need a 0.3 ND  
or ND2 grad

You’ll need a 0.6 ND  
or ND4 grad

You’ll need a 0.9 ND  
or ND8 grad

Choose an ND filter with a 
hard-edged gradient

Choose a filter with a 
soft-edged gradient
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Are you using a standard ND filter (which reduces the 
light levels by two or three stops) or a strong ND filter 

such as a Lee Big Stopper or Cokin Z-Pro ND8?

These are much easier to use than stronger ND 
filters because you can still meter, compose 

and focus with the filter in place in bright 
conditions. Are you using one to allow you to 

use wide apertures in bright conditions, or for 
extending the shutter speed at dawn or dusk?

With the filter attached  
to the lens you won’t  

be able to use the 
viewfinder to compose 

your image, so you need 
to set up your shot 

beforehand. With the 
camera on a tripod, 

compose your image, 
then lock down the tripod

In many conditions,  
the metering in the camera 

won’t be able to measure the  
exposure once the filter is 
attached, so you’ll need to 

work out the exposure 
manually. Switch to manual 
exposure mode and meter 

for the scene

Once the filter is attached, try using Live View to check your 
composition. Because the filter cuts out so much light, the image  
on the screen can be quite difficult to see clearly, but you should  

be able to see the general composition

Using aperture 
priority, dial in a 

wide aperture and 
set the lowest ISO. 

Check the 
histogram after 
taking the shot 

– you may need to  
add an additional  

ND filter if the 
shot’s still too bright

Attach the filter and adjust the shutter speed – for each 
stop of ND strength, you need to double the exposure 
time. For example, using a nine-stop filter like the Light 

Craft Workshop ND500MC, you need to multiply the 
original exposure time by 512 to get the correct exposure

Using aperture 
priority, use a 

narrow aperture 
and set the lowest 

ISO. Support the 
camera on a tripod 

(for landscape 
photography)  
or a monopod  

(for panning with 
moving subjects)

Standard ND Strong ND

Wide aperture Long exposure

Different manufacturers use different numbering systems to show  
the strength of their ND filters. Here’s an easy-to-read conversion 

table for the commonly used systems…
 EV or stops 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

 Lee 0.3 0.6 0.9 1.2 1.5 1.8 2.1 2.4 2.7 3.0

 Cokin & Hoya ND2 ND4 ND8 ND16 ND32 ND64 ND128 ND256 ND500 ND1000

NUMBERS EXPLAINED
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The problem with 
using these filters 

with wide-angle lenses 
is that the effect is 

quite direction 
specific, so one large 
expanse of sky tends 

to be much more 
heavily polarised than 

other areas.  
The answer is to switch 

to a less extreme 
wide-angle lens

Adjust 
the effect 

to taste 
and shoot

The effect will be at its most dramatic when  
you’re shooting at right angles to the sun. Point 

your index finger at the sun and extend your 
thumb out at 90° to find the ideal position

Look through the viewfinder. 
When it comes to shooting 

water, you’ll see reflections in 
the surface disappear and 

appear as you rotate the filter, 
and you need to stop when the 

effect looks best. This can take a 
little practice because the 

changes can be subtle, so take 
your time

One final consideration is  
that polarisers can reduce  

the exposure by up to two stops, 
so it can have a similar effect  

to an ND filter, allowing you  
to use slower shutter speeds  

than without the filter attached. 
You may need a tripod if you’re 

shooting in low light

Are you using the polariser to darken blue skies and make clouds 
look crisp, or to remove reflections and glare in a scene?

Reduce reflectionsEnhance blue skies

Look through the viewfinder and 
rotate the filter to see how the 

image changes. Does one area of 
the sky look darker than the other?

Yes No

Polarising filters are expensive, particularly those for the Cokin 
or Lee 100mm square systems. We’d recommend buying a 

screw-in polariser to fit the lens with the largest filter thread in 
your collection, then using step-up rings for your smaller lenses

Attach the filter to your lens. If the front of the lens rotates as the camera 
focuses, the effect will change. In this case, focus first, then adjust the 

filter. Don’t overtighten the filter, because it can be tricky to remove later.  
Make a note of the direction you rotated the filter to attach it

Polarising filters feature two lenses that can be rotated to 
increase or decrease the strength of the effect. Turn the 

front element in the same direction as you used to attach 
the filter to the lens, otherwise you’ll inadvertently loosen it
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Play back an image you’ve shot with a filter on the camera’s rear 
screen. Zoom in and check the edges of the frame.  

Does your picture have dark corners?

Can you see any circles of light on the image, or does the 
picture lack contrast and look generally washed out?

This is usually caused when using filters with wide-angle 
lenses, especially at wide apertures, because the wider 

field of view means the filter holder is included in the 
image. The best way to overcome this is to zoom in 

slightly until the edge of the holder is no longer in the 
frame, or to decrease the aperture. If you’re using 

multiple filters you may need to remove some of them

Strong light striking a filter at an oblique angle is likely 
to cause ghosting and flare, in much the same way  
as light striking the front element of your lens. The 

solution is to simply clean the filter if it’s dirty. Use a 
lens hood to shield screw-in filters, and for square 
filters use your hand or a small piece of black card

Some cheaper filters may not be  
neutral in tone, and can often  

give your pictures an unwanted warm  
or pinkish appearance. Use the highest-

quality filters you can afford – you’re  
likely to only buy them once, so see  

them as a long-term investment. Shoot 
raw files and you can neutralise colour 
casts without degrading image quality 

after the shoot

Your image shows none of the key problems that can occur  
when shooting through filters – carry on taking pictures!

Yes No

Yes No

Does your picture have a strange colour cast?

Yes No
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Are there any isolated elements, 
such as a lone house or prominent  
church steeple, that would make 

an obvious focal point?

In aperture-priority mode (A or Av), 
select a wide enough aperture to shoot 

handheld, and then decide if you want to 
shoot wide or crop in on a specific area

Once you’ve placed a 
horizon line or subject 

on a ‘third’, are there 
any other features or 

foreground objects 
that can lead the eye 

into the frame?

If there are no obvious thirds, or shapes or 
patterns, is there any clean, empty space 
that you can use for a more abstract shot?

Imagine a noughts and crosses 
grid in your SLR’s viewfinder. Is 

there anything in the scene that 
you can position along one of the 

lines, or at one of the intersections? 

Are there repetitive patterns or 
shapes in the scene, such as hills 
receding to the horizon, or lines  
of hedgerows, that could form  

part of your composition?

Position the leading line 
or feature so that it leads 
the viewer’s eye in from 
the bottom corner(s) of 
the frame towards the 
subject or the horizon

Get as close as you  
can to the object and 

position or tilt your SLR 
so that it dominates the 

bottom third or two 
thirds of the frame and 
exaggerates perspective

Position this 
focal point on a 
‘third’, or near 

the edges of the 
frame, and crop 

right in so that 
the patterns/

shapes are the 
dominant 

feature 

If there are no obvious 
thirds, no shapes or 

patterns, and no clean 
empty space, you’ll need 

to recompose the shot 

Make the 
space/shapes 
the subject to 
create a more 
abstract shot

Lines Objects

No patterns PatternsYes No

Shoot wide Crop in

No space Space

No focal point Focal point



23

LA
N

D
SC

A
PE

S 
 |

  F
o

re
gr

o
u

n
d

Set ISO100 and f/16 in manual mode and take a 
shot with the exposure level needle central. 
Ignoring any sky for now, does the landscape 

look too dark, okay or too bright?

To brighten the landscape, 
decrease the shutter speed 

by up to a stop (so that 
the exposure level needle 

moves right) and take 
another test shot.  
Is it still too dark?

Too  dark Okay

To darken the landscape, 
increase the shutter speed 
by up to a stop (so that the 

exposure level needle moves 
left) and take another test 

shot. Is it still too bright?

Okay Too bright

Once the landscape looks right on the LCD, 
check the histogram. Looking at your scene, is 

the landscape mostly darker than midtone, 
midtone or mostly brighter than midtone?

Once the histogram is where you want it 
to be, take an exposure with the 

landscape correctly exposed

The main part of the 
histogram should be 

over to the left, but not 
so far over it’s

 cut off or ‘clipped’. 
 If it’s not, increase the 
shutter speed to let in 
less light. If it’s cut off, 
decrease the shutter 
speed to let in more

The main part of the 
histogram should be 
centred. If it’s too far 
to the left, decrease 
the shutter speed to 
let in more light. If it’s 
too far right, it may be 

because the sky is 
blown out - if so, go to 

the next page

The main part of the 
histogram should be 
over to the right. If it’s 
not over to the right, 

decrease the shutter 
speed to let in more 

light. If it’s too far right, 
it may be because the 
sky is blown out – if so, 

go to the next page

Too dark Okay Too bright

MidtoneDarker Brighter
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Start with a one-stop 
ND grad. Looking 

through the 
viewfinder, slide it 

down so the transition 
kisses the horizon. 

Take a test shot and 
check the histogram. 
Does it taper down at 

the far right, or is it still 
cut off, or clipped?

Ignoring the 
landscape for now,  

increase the shutter 
speed by a stop to 

darken the sky. Take a 
test shot and check 

the histogram.  Does it 
taper down at the far 

right, or is it still cut 
off, or clipped?

Do you own a set of 
graduated neutral 

density filters? 

Is the sky brighter than the landscape,  
or of a similar tone?
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Brighter Similar

Tapers Clipped

Tapers Clipped

Own ND 
grads

Don’t 
own

Is the horizon line 
between foreground 
and sky very straight, 

or is it uneven/hilly?

Straight Uneven

This suggests that the 
sky is well-exposed, 
with plenty of bright 

highlights but no loss 
of texture or detail

Once you’re happy 
with the histogram, 
take a shot with the 
sky and landscape 
correctly exposed

Use the landscape 
exposure determined 
on the previous page 
to expose the whole 
image, making sure 
that the histogram 

tapers down near the 
highlight end, and isn’t 

cut off or clipped

This suggests that the 
sky is still too bright. 
Increase the shutter 

speed by another 
stop. If it’s still too 

bright, try three stops 
or more. Once the 
histogram is okay, 

take  a shot with the 
sky correctly exposed

This suggests that the 
sky is well-exposed, 
with plenty of bright 

highlights but no loss 
of texture or detail. 
Take a shot with the 

sky correctly exposed

This suggests that the 
sky is still too bright. 

Replace the one-stop 
filter with a two-stop 

filter. If it’s still too 
bright, try the three- 

stop, or several grads 
stacked together

Once you’ve taken 
two exposures, one 

for the landscape and 
one for the sky, use 

layers and layer 
masks to combine 
them in Photoshop

Use hard 
ND grads 

Use soft 
ND grads
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Using the chart on p23 to establish 
the exposure for the foreground, is 
the suggested shutter speed  slow 
enough to blur the water? (that is, 

at least 1 sec for waterfalls, or 
 5 secs for choppy seas)

Using the chart on p23 to establish 
the exposure for the foreground, is 

the suggested shutter speed fast 
enough to freeze the water’s 

movement? (that is, at least 1/250 
sec for waterfalls or seas)

Do you want to freeze the 
motion of the water,  

or blur it?

LA
N

D
SC

A
PE

S 
 |

  M
ov

in
g 

w
at

er

Freeze Blur

If possible, decrease ISO to 50, and 
aperture to f/22 or f/29, and  then 
decrease the shutter speed until 
the histogram is back in the right 

place for a correct exposure 
(see the chart on p23)

Make sure your shot is composed 
(this can be tricky once the ND is 
attached, as they’re so dark), and 
then attach the ND. Decrease the 

shutter speed the number of 
stops specified by the ND

Take a test and check the amount of 
blur. If the water’s not blurred enough, 
decrease your aperture further, use a 
darker ND, or wait until conditions are 

dark enough to set a slower shutter 
speed (that is, take a longer exposure)

Increase the aperture 
(smaller f-stop) or 

increase the ISO, or 
both, until the 

suggested shutter 
speed is fast enough

Ensuring that your 
tripod is placed firmly 
on solid ground, and 

that mirror lock-up is 
set, take a shot using 

a remote shutter 
release or your SLR’s 

self-timer function

Do you own an 
ND filter?

No Yes

No Yes Yes No
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First, check the tide times to make sure the location is going to be 
safe to explore, and that the sea isn’t going to be too far out or too 

close to the shore. Is your chosen spot a beach or rocky shore?

Which part of the scene holds 
the most interest: the land  

or the sky?

Is there an obvious focal point, 
or are you faced with featureless 

sand and sea?

Fit a 
graduated 

neutral 
density filter 
to the lens to 
balance the 

exposure

Use a narrow aperture and use 
the lowest ISO setting. This will 
lead to a longer exposure and 

blur the motion of the sea. You 
may have to fit a solid neutral 

density filter to extend 
exposure times into seconds

Do you want to take  
a straightforward image  

of the scene, or try something  
more creative? 

Position the 
horizon close 
to the upper 
third of the 

picture

Add interest 
by using  

a high vantage 
point to shoot 

downwards

Position the 
horizon close 
to the lower 
third of the 

picture

Position the 
focal point 

close to one of 
the ‘points of 

power’

Use the focusing points in your 
viewfinder and/or the built-in 

electronic level to make sure the 
horizon is straight. Is the sky brighter 

than the land or sea? 

Once you’re happy with 
the composition, set the 

autofocus on the most 
important detail, then set your 

lens to MF to lock the focus. Fire 
the shutter using the self-timer 

or a remote release

Beach Rocky

SkyFeatureless Focal point Land

Straight

Same toneSky brighter

Creative
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Do you want to emphasise the 
height of the trees or their 
expanse within the frame?

Is there an isolated element you 
can use to provide an obvious 

focal point, such as backlit 
leaves, a flowering plant or a tree 

with interesting bark?

With your camera mounted on a tripod, set the ISO to 100 
and select an aperture of f/16 in aperture-priority (A/Av) 

mode. Are you shooting within a forest, or at the edge? 

Zoom in to fill 
the frame with 
trees. Exclude 

the sky and 
forest edge  

to give an 
impression 

that the trees 
go on forever

Fit a wide-angle 
lens, rotate 

your camera to 
shoot vertically 

and then tilt it 
upwards, so 

that the trees 
appear to soar 

up through  
the frame

Position the 
camera so that 
this focal point 
falls on a ‘point 

of power’, 
according to the 

rule of thirds

Check the 
background for 

distractions:  
if there are any 
bright patches  

of sky visible 
through the trees, 
consider shifting 

your shooting 
position slightly

Are there any patterns or lines of repetition (such as rows 
of trees) that could become the focal point of your 

composition?

Use a polarising filter to remove distracting glare from shiny or wet foliage 
and saturate the colours. This will also cut the amount of light entering the 

lens, resulting in longer exposure times. On windy days,  
this may lead to blurred branches and leaves, so open the aperture  

or increase the ISO to get a faster shutter speed

Shoot from a spot where 
the natural lines lead the 
viewer’s eye through the 
frame.  Alternatively, use 

a telephoto lens to 
compress the trees and 

add a sense of depth

Try looking straight up 
and shooting the canopy 

of the forest above.  
This can be a particularly 
effective technique when 

photographing 
deciduous trees in winter

Within forest

Height Expanse

NoYes

NoYes

At the edge
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Do you want the mountains to 
dominate the frame or would you 

rather show the wider scene?

Use a wide-angle or standard 
zoom lens and find some 
foreground interest. Will  

this include water?

Use  a telephoto lens and zoom 
in to compress the scene. Is 
there an obvious focal point  
to provide a sense of scale?

If mountains are 
reflected in the lake, 
find a position where 

the reflection isn’t 
clipped off by the 

edges of the frame or 
the banks of the lake. 

Try to place the 
horizon through the 

middle of the picture 
for a balanced 
composition

Clouds and wind go hand in hand 
with mountain photography. Add 
interest to your composition by 
turning the movement of clouds 
into a creamy blur with the help  

of a neutral density filter

Is the foreground interest 
brighter or darker than  

the mountains? 

To avoid the 
subject becoming 

over-exposed, 
take a spot meter 

reading from it 
before you shoot

Use off-camera flash 
to brighten the 

subject, or expose for 
the mountains and let 
the subject become a 

silhouette instead

The further the 
focal point is 

positioned from 
your lens, the 

greater the sense 
of scale will be 

Use your 
camera’s 

self-timer and 
place yourself 
in the scene. 
Pack a bright 

fleece or 
jacket – the 
colours will 
leap out of  
the frame

Fill the frameWider scene

NoNo YesYes

Brighter Darker
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With your camera mounted on a tripod, set the ISO to 100 and 
select an aperture of f/16 in aperture-priority (A/Av) mode. Find  

a focal point, such as a church or tree. Would the picture look more 
balanced if it was in the middle or off to one side?

Tall features such as church 
spires and trees often work best 

with the camera rotated to 
shoot vertically – there’ll be less 

‘dead space’ at each side

Frame it according to the rule of 
thirds. Activate your camera’s 

Live View grid display or use  
the off-centre focus points in 

the viewfinder as a guide

Are there any roads, walls or streams that can be used  
to lead the viewer’s eye through the scene?

If your camera’s viewfinder gives less than 100% 
coverage (check the manual), zoom out slightly to 

check no distractions will creep into the edge of the 
frame, then zoom back in to take the shot

Frame the scene so that the 
leading line runs into the picture, 

from the bottom corner(s) 
towards the subject or horizon

Fit a polarising filter to the lens and 
turn it to boost the contrast between 

the clouds and the blue sky. Avoid 
this technique with ultra-wide 

lenses, because  the effect 
will be uneven

Consider cropping 
out the sky 

altogether. Try 
using a telephoto 

lens to pick out 
details in the 

landscape instead

Off-centreMiddle

Is the sky overcast and 
featureless, or blue and  

full of white clouds?

FeaturelessBlue skies

NoYes
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With your SLR on a tripod, set ISO100 and 
f/16 in aperture-priority mode. Looking at the 
scene through the viewfinder or in Live View, 

is it mostly snow-covered, or mostly land?

Is the snow in the shot  
mostly in overcast light, 
or is it in bright sunlight?

If there’s no snow, or the snow 
is patchy, turn to the next page

Dial in one stop of positive 
exposure compensation, so 
that the exposure indicator 
moves one stop to the right, 
and fire off a quick test shot

Dial in two stops of positive 
exposure compensation, so 
that the exposure indicator 

moves two stops to the right, 
and fire off a quick test shot

Check the histogram. Is the graph roughly in the 
middle, to the right, or so far to the right that it  

looks like it’s been cut off or ‘clipped’?

This indicates that  
the brightest parts  

of the image are  
pure white, with no 

texture detail. To 
recover it, reduce 
positive exposure 

compensation so the 
exposure indicator 

moves back left and 
take another test shot

This indicates that  
the image is mostly 

midtones, so the  
snow will probably 

look grey rather than 
white. To brighten up 
the snow so that it’s 

white, dial in more 
positive exposure 

compensation and 
take another shot

This indicates that the 
image is mostly bright 
highlights, so the snow 
should look white, but 
with plenty of texture

Once the histogram is 
where you want it to 

be, take your shot

Mostly snow Mostly land

Overcast Sunlight

Middle Far rightRight
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With your SLR on a tripod, set ISO100 and 
f/16 in aperture-priority mode, and take a 
quick test shot. Ignoring the sky for now, 

does the landscape part of the image  
look too dark, okay, or too bright?

To brighten it, dial in one  
stop of positive exposure 

compensation (so that the 
exposure indicator moves 
one full notch to the right), 

and take another test  
shot. Is it still too dark?

To darken it, dial in one stop 
of negative exposure 

compensation (so that the 
exposure indicator moves 
one full notch to the left), 

and take another test  
shot. Is it still too bright?

Once the landscape looks right on the 
LCD, check the histogram. Looking at 
your scene, is the foreground mostly 

darker than midtone, midtone or  
mostly brighter than midtone? Lots of 

snow on the ground may skew the reading

The main part of the 
histogram should be 
over to the right, but 
not cut off. If it’s not, 
dial in another stop  

of positive exposure 
compensation. If it’s 

too far over, it may be 
because the sky is 
blown out – if so,  

go to the next page

The main part of the 
histogram should be 
over to the left, but 

not so far across that 
it’s cut off or ‘clipped’. 
If it’s not, dial in more 

negative exposure 
compensation. If  

it’s clipped, try less 
negative exposure 

compensation

The main part of the 
histogram should  

be roughly near to the 
middle. If it’s too far to 
the left, try dialling in 

positive exposure 
compensation. If it’s 
too far right, it may  
be because the sky  
is blown out – if so,  
go to the next page

Once the histogram is where you want it to 
be, take an exposure with the snowy landscape 

part of your image correctly exposed

Too dark Too brightOkay

Too  dark Okay Okay

Darker BrighterMidtone

Too bright
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Is the winter sky brighter than the 
foreground landscape, or of a similar tone?

Do you own a set of 
graduated neutral 

density filters? 

Use the exposure 
determined on the 

previous page to 
expose the whole 

image, making sure 
that the histogram 
tapers down near 
the highlight end

Start with a one-stop ND grad. Looking through the 
viewfinder, slide the filter down so the transition 

just kisses the horizon. Take a test shot and check 
the histogram. Is it still cut off, or ‘clipped’,  

or does it now taper down to the right?

This indicates that the 
sky is still too bright. 

Replace the one-stop 
filter with a two-stop 

filter and take another 
test shot. If it’s still too 
bright, try a three-stop 

filter, or two filters 
stacked together

Ignoring the main 
landscape for now,  

dial in a stop of 
negative exposure 
compensation to 

darken just the sky. 
Take a test shot and 

check the histogram.  
Does it taper down at 
the far right, or is it still 

cut off, or ‘clipped’?Is the horizon line 
between foreground 

and sky very straight, or 
is it uneven/hilly?

Use soft 
ND grads

Use hard 
ND grads 

This indicates that the sky is correctly exposed, 
with plenty of bright highlights but no loss of 

texture or detail in the clouds or highlights

This suggests that the 
sky is well exposed, 
with plenty of bright 

highlights but no loss of 
detail. Take a shot with 

the sky well exposed

This suggests that 
the sky is still too 

bright. Try two stops 
of negative exposure 
compensation. If it’s 

still too bright, try 
three stops or more. 
Once you’re happy 
with the exposure, 
take a shot with the 

sky well exposed

Once you’ve taken 
two exposures – one 

for the foreground 
and one for the sky 

– use layers and 
layer masks to 

combine them in 
Photoshop

Once you’re happy with the histogram, check 
the filter is where you want it and take a shot 

with the sky and foreground correctly exposed

Brighter Similar

Don’t 
own

Own ND 
grads

Tapers

UnevenStraight

Tapers Clipped

Clipped
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Is there any fencing or glass obscuring your 
view of the subject?

Once you’ve established a 
rough composition, check the 

background for distractions.  
Is it cluttered or clean?

Place the front of your lens as 
close to the fence or glass as 
possible. In the case of wire 
fencing, point it through the 

centre of an opening and select 
your lens’s widest aperture  

to blur out the wire

Once you’re happy with the composition, switch to 
single-shot autofocus and continuous shooting mode.  

Wait for a peak moment – whether that’s feeding, a look  
in your direction or a simple yawn – and fire away

Make sure you don’t crop the 
shot awkwardly. For example, 

don’t trim off the animal’s feet, 
or the tips of ears or tails. You 
can always crop the shot later

Do you want to take a tight head shot of  
the animal, or a full-length image? 

Reposition yourself so that the background is 
clean, and free of any signs, fencing and man-made 

objects such as feeding bowls and ankle rings

Does the animal 
have any sign of 

‘the hand of 
man’, such as 
identification 

rings or clipped 
wings?

Focus on the animal’s eyes and 
try framing the shot according to 

the rule of thirds, so that the 
eyes are positioned where the  

lines of the 3x3 grid cross

Fencing No fencing

Cluttered Clean

NoYes

Head shot Full length
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Is the animal one that’s easily 
approachable, or is it very timid?

How bright in tone would you say the animal  
and the background are overall?

Are you shooting during the  
day, or at dawn or dusk?

Wear camouflaged clothing and 
stay low (below the treeline) as 

you edge closer, so that your 
outline is obscured. Make sure 
you’re downwind, so that they 

can’t smell you, and stop moving 
if they look in your direction

Mammals will become alert and look in your direction after  
you take the first frame, so shoot short bursts of images  

with the camera set to its fastest drive mode 

The camera may over-expose the shot. 
Take a shot and check the histogram – 

if it’s pressed up against the right- 
hand side of the graph, add some 
negative exposure compensation

If light levels are 
good, you might be 
able to stop down 

the lens to its 
optimum aperture 
(which is often f/8) 
for sharp shots. If 
the background is 
cluttered, use the 

longest zoom 
setting and widest 
aperture to make it 
disappear into blur

The camera may 
under-expose the 
shot. Take a shot 

and check the 
histogram – if it’s 

pressed up against 
the left-hand side of 

the graph, dial in 
positive exposure 

compensation

Low light levels mean slow shutter speeds, so 
you’ll need to set the widest aperture on the lens 
and increase the ISO to freeze both the animal’s 
movement and the signs of camera shake. Use  

a monopod to provide manoeuvrable support

Approachable Very timid

Day Dawn/dusk

Midtone BrightDark



36

W
IL

D
LI

FE
  |

  W
il

d
 b

ir
d

s
Are you photographing an individual bird  

or a flock of birds?

Is the subject you’re photographing  
in shade or in direct sunlight?

Is the bird flying or perched? Are the birds static or flying?

Select your camera’s 
continuous AF mode 

so it can adjust its 
focus as the bird 

moves. Manually select 
the central AF point to 
target the bird, as this 
is the most sensitive 

point in your camera’s 
AF system. If the bird is 

flying against a clear 
sky, rather than trees 

or foliage, make all the 
AF points active and let 

the camera track the 
bird’s movement

Select your 
camera’s 

continuous AF 
mode to enable it to 

continually adjust 
its focus as the 

birds move. 
Manually select the 

central AF point and 
use this to track one  

of the birds

Select single shot 
AF and an AF point 

that sits over a bird’s 
eye, or in a group 

shot, a bird’s head. 
If you’re shooting 

flighty garden birds, 
use the fastest drive 

setting and take a 
burst of frames to 

boost your chances

Take a test shot and check the histogram. An overall dark bird/
background should show a histogram with most detail on the left.  
A white or pale bird shot against a neutral background (grass/blue 

skies) should show most detail in the centre and right of the graph

Select aperture-priority mode, 
your lens’s widest aperture and  
a low- to mid-range ISO setting 

(100-800) depending on the 
level of brightness. Check that 

the corresponding shutter speed 
is fast enough to freeze the 

movement of the subject

Select aperture-priority mode,  
a wide to mid-range aperture 

and your camera’s lowest native 
ISO setting (100 or 200). Strong 
sunlight creates high-contrast 

images, so keep the sun directly 
behind you to minimise dark 

shadows in your photos

Individual

Shade

StaticFlying

Flock

Sunlight

FlyingPerched
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Do you have a dedicated macro lens, or 
will you be using a different type of lens?

To enable your lens to focus 
closer than normal and achieve 

a greater magnification, fit 
extension tubes between the 

lens and the camera. The 
downside? They reduce the 

amount of available light, 
making shutter speeds slower

These lenses allow you to focus 
incredibly close to the camera. 

Depth of field becomes 
shallower the closer you focus, 

so you’re likely to be working 
with a depth of field that’s 

measured in millimetres, even 
at narrow aperture settings

Working in aperture-priority mode, check the shutter speed 
that the camera has selected for the exposure. Is it fast 

enough to avoid camera shake if you’re shooting handheld?

Most insects, particularly dragonflies and butterflies, will only  
be prepared to ‘sit and pose’ for you when they’re cool.  

In mid-summer, this means there’s no alternative but to  
get out and about with your camera at dawn or dusk

Focusing is critical in macro photography, and the tiniest 
movement of the subject or camera can make a massive 

difference to what does, and doesn’t, appear sharp. Autofocus 
may struggle at such close range, so switch to MF and focus by 

hand to achieve the desired magnification. Now move the camera 
backwards and forwards until your subject is sharp

If you want to stay mobile, fix 
the camera on a monopod. 

Alternatively, use a flashgun to 
allow you to use a relatively fast 
shutter speed, a low ISO and a 

narrow aperture. Firing the flash 
off-camera and triggering it 

wirelessly can produce a more 
interesting modelling effect

Check the frame for 
distractions. Press the Depth of 

Field Preview button to reveal 
background clutter you might 
have missed. Shift the camera 

position to get a cleaner 
backdrop if you need to – it may 

only take a micro-movement  
to get a better shot

Other lens

No Yes

Macro lens
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Are there any nearby windows 
you can use to light your subject?

No windowsWindows

Position the 
reflector below 
the subject and 
angle it slightly 
up, as most of 
the light from 

the window will 
be from the sky

Do you want your subject to be 
lit from the front, or backlit?Position the 

subject facing 
the window

In aperture-priority mode, set 
your widest aperture and ISO100, 
then check the shutter speed. Is it 

fast enough to shoot handheld 
without camera shake? If not, 

increase the ISO until it is

Go to the 
next page

Position the 
subject with the 
window behind

For even 
lighting, 
position 

your subject 
facing the 

window

For strong 
modelling, 

position 
your subject 

at an angle 
to the light

BacklitFront lit

Do you want your subject to be lit 
head-on, to soften features, or 
from an angle, to model them?

AngledHead-on

Do you have a reflector or a 
 large sheet of white card?

NoYes

Select the focus point closest to 
your subject’s nearest eye, 

compose your shot so it sits  
over the pupil, then fire away

In aperture-priority mode, set 
your widest aperture and ISO200, 
then check the shutter speed. Is it 

fast enough to shoot handheld 
without risking camera shake?  
If not, increase the ISO until it is

If possible, try to position your 
subject  so that the light from the 

window is coming from directly 
behind them, to create a rimlight
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If there’s not enough light, you either have to increase the ISO to 
get fast enough shutter speeds to shoot handheld, or use flash, 

or both. Do you want to keep things natural, or use flash?

Before you even turn on the flash, 
you need to expose for the 
ambient light to avoid dark, 

featureless backgrounds

In aperture-priority mode, set 
your widest aperture and ISO100, 
then check the shutter speed. Is it 

fast enough to shoot handheld 
without camera shake? If not, 

increase the ISO until it is

If flash isn’t an option, 
the only way to get 

sharp shots is to 
increase the ISO as 

high as needed. This 
will mean increased 
noise, but better a 
noisy shot than a 
blurred one. On 

current SLRs, anything 
up to ISO1600 is fine

Select the focus point 
that’s closest to your 

subject’s nearest eye, 
compose your shot 

so that it sits over the 
eye, then fire away, 
keeping an eye on 

shutter speed, 
especially if the 

subject is moving or 
walking towards you

Check the subject. Are they well-exposed,  
or badly exposed?

In aperture-priority mode, set 
your widest aperture and 

increase the ISO as high as you 
dare without adding too much in 
the way of unwanted noise/grain

Using the relevant button on your SLR or 
flash, dial in positive or negative flash 

exposure compensation as required

Flash lightNatural light

Turn on or pop up your flash. Take a test shot 
and check the background. Is it still too dark, 
or is there enough background detail to give 

 a sense of setting and/or ambience?

Enough detail

Badly exposed

Too dark

Well-exposed
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Is it cloudy/overcast or bright and sunny?

Do you want your subject to be lit 
from the front, or backlit?

If necessary, increase the ISO to 
ensure a fast enough shutter 

speed to shoot handheld

In aperture- 
priority mode 

and IS0100, 
set aperture 
to around f/4 

and check the 
shutter speed

In aperture- 
priority mode 

and ISO100 
set aperture 
to around f/8 

and check the 
shutter speed

Position the 
reflector below 
the subject and 

angle it slightly up, 
to bounce light 

from the sky into 
any shadows

If possible, 
position the 

subject so they’re 
in the shade, to 
avoid the direct 

sunlight creating 
harsh shadows

Position your subject with their 
back to the sun, and if possible so 
the sun creates a striking rimlight 

around the hair and/or features

Position the reflector below the 
subject and angle it slightly up, to 

bounce light back into shadows

Select the focus point closest to 
your subject’s nearest eye, 

compose your shot so it sits  
over the eye, then fire away

Sunny

Backlit

Overcast

Front lit

Do you have a reflector or a large 
sheet of white card?

YesNo

Do you want a shallow depth of 
field, or a deep depth of field?

DeepShallow

Do you have a reflector or a large 
sheet of white card?

YesNo
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Select the focus point closest to 
your subject’s nearest eye, 

compose your shot so it sits  
over the eye, then fire away

Before you turn on the flash, you 
need to expose for ambient light , 

to avoid the flash looking harsh

Once the subject is correctly 
exposed (check the histogram if 
necessary), turn on your flash – 
ideally, with a diffuser attached. 
Dial in a stop or two of negative 

flash exposure compensation to 
add a subtle burst of fill-in flash

In manual mode, set ISO to 100 
and aperture to f/4 or wider for a 
shallow depth of field, and f/8 or 
narrower for a deep depth of field

In aperture-priority mode, set 
ISO to 100 and aperture to f/4 or 
wider for a shallow depth of field, 
or f/8 or narrower for a deep depth 
of field. Check the shutter speed. 

If it isn’t fast enough to shoot 
handheld, increase the ISO until it is

Set a shutter speed that will 
ensure the background is 

well-exposed, then increase the 
shutter speed by two stops (eg 

1/125 to 1/500 sec). If this isn’t fast 
enough to shoot handheld, 

increase the ISO until it is

Once the background is 
under-exposed (check the 

histogram if necessary), turn on 
your flash. Increase flash power 

manually, or by dialling in positive 
flash exposure compensation, 
until the subject is well-exposed

Do you want the background  
to be correctly exposed for a 

balanced shot, or slightly 
under-exposed to create a  

more mean and moody feel?

BalancedMoody

Do you want your subject to be 
lit from the front, or backlit?

BacklitFront lit
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In aperture-priority mode (A or Av), set your camera’s 
widest aperture (lowest f-stop) to shoot handheld  
for the time being. Do you want to shoot most or all  

of the building, or a small detail or abstract?

Is the building or structure  
that you’re photographing 

symmetrical?

Are there any patterns, shapes  
or structural details, such as 

columns or windows, that  
could become the focal  

point of your composition?

Position your camera so the 
subject is symmetrical. Use the 

focusing points in your viewfinder 
and/or a spirit level to ensure the 

building’s horizontals are perfectly 
horizontal. Don’t worry about the 

verticals at this stage

For a straight shot, try to keep your 
camera level. For a more dynamic 
composition, angle your camera 
to create a strong diagonal. This 

needs to be obvious, otherwise it 
might look like it was accidental

Do you want to shoot a 
straightforward image of 
an architectural detail, or 

something more dynamic?

If there are no 
strong patterns,  

try shooting from  
a different angle,  

or use a wider 
angle to include 
most/all of the 
subject within  

the frame

Do you want to make the most of 
this symmetry and shoot a 

symmetrical image, or go for 
something more off-centre?

Will you need to shoot horizontally 
or vertically to get the whole 

building (or the part  of it  
you’re shooting) in the frame?

Rotate your camera to 
shoot vertically, but  

be aware that this will  
increase the risk of 

converging verticals in 
your image

Once you’ve decided on a rough 
composition, mount your camera 

on a tripod, autofocus on the most 
important detail and then set your 

lens to manual mode. Fine-tune 
the composition, then lock the 
tripod and go to the next page

Symmetrical

Horizontally Straight

Off-centre

Vertically Dynamic

Patterns No patterns

Yes No

Whole building Detail/abstract
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With your camera on a tripod, set ISO100 and f/16 in aperture-
priority (A/Av) mode. Are you shooting in daylight, or at dusk/night?

Is the building you’re photographing 
brighter than midtone, midtone,  

or much darker than midtone?

Does your scene 
contain lots of 

street/city lights?

Dial in one stop of 
positive exposure 
compensation, so 
the exposure level 
indicator moves a 
stop to the right,  

and take a test shot

Check the histogram – is the graph to the 
left, roughly in the centre, or to the right?

This is what you’d 
expect to see if the 

building is lighter 
than midtone. If it’s 
midtone or darker,  

or was shot at night, 
try dialling in more 
negative exposure 
compensation and 

take another test

This is what you’d 
expect to see if the 

building is darker 
than midtone, or  

was shot at night. If 
it’s lighter and was 

shot in daylight, dial 
in positive exposure 
compensation and 

take another test

Once the histogram is where you’d expect it to be, set Auto 
Exposure Bracketing (AEB) to take three exposures, each a  

stop apart (see your camera’s instruction manual for more).  
This will maximise your chances of getting a perfect exposure 

Dial in one stop of 
negative exposure 
compensation, so 
the exposure level 

indicator moves one 
stop to the left,  

and take a test shot

Leave the camera’s 
exposure settings as 
they are for now and 

take a test shot

This is what you’d 
expect to see if the 
building is made up 
of midtones. If it’s 

darker or was shot at 
night, or if it’s lighter, 
dial in some negative 
or positive exposure 
compensation and 

take another test

NightDay

Midtone

Middle

Brighter

Left

Darker

Right

YesNo
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This is what you’d 
expect to see if the 

interior is very bright 
and airy. If it’s mostly 

midtone or darker,  
try dialling in more 
negative exposure 
compensation and 

take another test

This is what you’d 
expect to see if the 

interior is quite dark. 
If it’s very bright, try 

dialling in some more 
positive exposure 

compensation and 
take another test

This is what you’d 
expect to see if the 

interior is mostly 
midtone. If it’s very 
dark or very bright, 
try dialling in some 
more negative or 

positive exposure 
compensation and 

take another test

Dial in one stop of 
negative exposure 
compensation, so 
the exposure level 
indicator moves a 

stop to the left,  
and take a test shot

Check the shot’s histogram – is the graph 
mostly to the left of centre, roughly 
in the centre, or mostly to the right?

Once the histogram is where you’d expect it to be, 
set Auto Exposure Bracketing (AEB) to take three 
exposures, each a stop apart (see your camera’s 
instruction manual for more). This will maximise 

your chances of getting a perfect exposure 

Leave the camera’s 
exposure settings as 
they are for now and 

take a test shot

Dial in one stop of 
positive exposure 
compensation, so 
the exposure level 

indicator moves  
a stop to the right, 

and take a test shot

If there are lots of 
bright windows, the 
histogram may even 
be cut off or ‘clipped’ 

at the right, but this 
isn’t really a problem

MiddleLeft Right

With your camera mounted on a tripod, set ISO100 
and f/16 in aperture-priority (A/Av) mode. Is the 

interior quite dark, bright, or mostly midtone?

MidtoneDark Bright
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Are you using a standard lens, or do 
 you own a specialist tilt-shift lens?

With the lens centred, 
compose your shot and use 

a hotshoe or in-camera 
spirit level to ensure the 

camera is level

Turn the ‘shift’ dial on the 
lens so that the front of it 

‘shifts’ upwards , parallel to 
the camera sensor.  Use 

your viewfinder or Live View 
to decide how far to shift it

Check that the verticals in 
the shot are parallel to the 

edges of the frame – if they 
aren’t parallel, the camera 

probably isn’t perfectly level

With wide-angle zooms, straight lines 
tend to bow outwards at very wide 
angles (this is less of an issue with 

fixed lenses). To minimise this, try to 
avoid the lens’s widest focal lengths

To minimise converging verticals, keep 
your camera as level as possible, and  

where possible shoot from an elevated 
position so that you’re not looking up 

at the building, but straight across at it

To correct converging verticals, select 
the whole image using the selection 
tool in Photoshop, then go to Edit> 
Transform>Skew (in CS) or Image> 
Transform>Skew in Elements. Drag 
the bottom corners in to straighten 
the verticals, then crop as needed 

To correct any bowing lines, 
go to Filter>Distort>Lens 

Correction (in CS), or Filter> 
Correct Camera Distortion 
in Elements. Drag Remove 

Distortion right until the 
lines are parallel with the grid

Are you happy to edit shots in 
Photoshop CS or Elements, or 
would you prefer to minimise 

converging verticals in camera?

In Camera

Tilt-shift lens

Photoshop

Standard Lens
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Once you’re in position, is there 
any fencing or glass obscuring 

your view of the subject?

Place the front of your lens as 
close – and as square – to the 
fence or glass as possible. In  

the case of wire fencing, point it 
though the centre of an opening, 

and set your lens’s widest 
aperture to blur out the wire

Once you’ve  established  a 
rough composition, check the 
background for distractions.  

Is it clean or cluttered? 

Reposition yourself so that the 
background is clean, and free of 

any signs, fencing and man-
made objects such as ankle rings

Does the bird have any 
rings on its ankle?

Is it possible to put out bait or 
bird-feed where you want it?

Once your composition is as clean and clutter-
free as possible, proceed to the next page to help 

determine exposure and focusing settings

Where possible, wait until 
feeding time, or arrange to visit 

when the birds are due to be fed 

Try to position the bird seed or bait 
to give you as clear a view of your 

subject as possible, and as clean a 
background as possible

YesNo

Fencing No fencing

No Yes

Clean Cluttered



50

B
IR

D
S 

 |
  S

ta
ti

c 
b

ir
d

s

If possible wait until the bird is in 
shade, or position yourself so 

that it’s in shade or backlit, 
because direct sunlight will 

result in high-contrast images, 
with limited or no detail in  

 brightly lit feathers

Set aperture-priority mode, 
ISO100 and your lens’s widest 

aperture. Using centre-weighted  
metering, take a test shot of the 

subject (or the background if the 
bird isn’t in the frame yet), and 
evaluate the shot’s histogram

Once your exposure is set, check the 
shutter speed. Is it fast enough to 

freeze motion, or avoid camera 
shake if shooting handheld? 

Increase the ISO to 200 or 
higher until it’s fast enough

If necessary, dial in positive exposure compensation to 
nudge it right or negative exposure compensation to 
nudge it left, until it’s roughly where you’d expect it to 

be, given the tones of the subject or background  

Set the focus point 
closest to the bird’s 

eye and fire away 
using single-shot AF 

and continuous 
shooting mode

Pre-focus on something the same distance 
away, such as a twig or feeder, then frame 
your shot so that the bird will be in roughly 
the right place when it lands. If necessary, 
fine-tune the focus when it lands and fire 

away using single-shot AF

Is the subject you’re photographing in 
shade/backlit or in direct sunlight?

SunlitShade

NoYes

Is the bird already in the frame, 
or do you have to wait for it to 

land on a twig or feeder?

Not in frameIn frame
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Are you shooting against a background of 
greenery or foliage, or against the sky?

Take a test shot of the 
background and then check 
the histogram. For foliage in 
sunlight the peak should be 

near the middle; for foliage in 
shade or overcast light the peak 
should be to the left of centre

Select the central focusing point, then set focus tracking and continuous 
shooting. Pan with your subject, keep the shutter release half-pressed to 
focus continuously, and fire off a burst when appropriate – a slow shutter 

speed will blur out the background, a fast shutter speed will freeze it

Do you want to freeze the motion of the bird, 
or blur the bird or the background?

If your histogram isn’t where it should be, dial in a stop or so 
of positive exposure compensation to nudge it right or 

negative exposure compensation to nudge it left

Set aperture-priority mode, 
ISO200 or 400 and your lens’s 

widest  aperture to ensure a fast 
enough shutter speed to freeze 
the movement of your subject

Set shutter priority mode, 
ISO100 and a shutter speed of 

between 1/30 sec and 1/125 sec, 
depending on the amount of blur 
you want in the bird/background

Take a test shot of the 
background and then check 
the histogram. For clear blue 

skies the peak should be near 
the middle; for bright or cloudy 
skies, the peak should be over 

to the right of the histogram

BlurFreeze

SkyGreenery
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Is the flock you want to photograph  
static or flying?

To fine-tune the exposure, go to 
the Greenery or Sky option on 

the previous page. Once 
exposure is sorted, set focus 

tracking and continuous 
shooting to pan with a single bird 

(and therefore keep it in focus 
and blur the rest); or single-shot 
AF and continuous shooting (to 

blur all the moving birds for a 
more random effect)

Set aperture- 
priority mode, 
ISO100 and a 

shutter speed 
of 1/30 to 
1/125 sec, 

depending on 
how much 

motion blur 
you want in 

the shot

Do you want the motion of the 
birds to be frozen or blurred?

Do you want your shot to have a 
shallow or deep depth of field?

Set shutter- 
priority mode, 

ISO200 or 
higher, and a 

shutter speed 
of 1/500 sec 

or faster

Set aperture- 
priority mode, 

IS0100, and 
your lens’s 

widest 
aperture

Set aperture- 
priority mode, 

IS0200 or 
higher, and an 

aperture of    
f/8 or f/11

To fine-tune the exposure, take a test shot and 
check the histogram. If needed, dial in positive 
or negative exposure compensation until it’s 

where it should be. Check the shutter speed. If it 
isn’t fast enough to avoid camera shake, 

increase the ISO until it is

Select the focus point that 
overlaps the individual bird you 

want to focus on, set single-shot 
autofocus and continuous 

shooting mode, then fire away

FlyingStatic

DeepShallow BlurredFrozen

Decide where you want to direct 
the attention. Do you want the 
viewer to focus on a bird in the 
foreground, middle-ground or 

background of the scene?

Fore Middle Back

B
IR

D
S 

 |
  F

lo
ck

s 
o

f 
b

ir
d

s



53

M
A

C
R

O
  |

  C
o

m
p

os
it

io
n

Once you’ve decided on the angle, do you want 
to fill the frame or crop in even tighter to  

isolate a specific part of the subject?

To fine-tune the focus so that it’s precisely 
where you want it to be, turn the focusing 
ring back and forth until the edge that you 
want to be sharp snaps into focus. If your 
camera features Live View, magnify the 

preview to focus even more accurately

With your SLR on a tripod, roughly 
compose your shot using the 

viewfinder or Live View, making 
sure your crop is tight enough that 
it doesn’t look accidental, and that 

there’s still a suitable focal point 
for the viewer’s eye to latch on to

Set the AF point closest to 
the part of the subject you 

want to focus on, half-press 
the shutter release button 
to focus, and then switch 
your lens to manual focus

Find the best specimen of your chosen subject and study it 
from every angle, including above and below, to work 
out the angle that best captures its colour and form

With your SLR on a tripod, roughly 
compose your shot using the 

viewfinder or Live View, making 
sure the subject fills the frame, but 

still has room to ‘breathe’

If possible, reposition the subject, 
the background or the camera so 

that the background is clean. If 
this isn’t possible you’ll need to  

set a wide aperture

Fill the frame Crop right in

Before going any further, check 
the background. Is it clean and 
free from any distractions, or  

does is look fussy or cluttered?

Clean Cluttered



54

M
A

C
R

O
  |

  E
xp

os
u

re

Looking first at the scene you’re shooting, is it 
predominantly darker than midtone, mostly  

midtone, or mostly lighter than midtone? 

Once the histogram is 
where you want it to 
be, take your shot, or 
turn to the next page 
to fill in any shadows

The histogram should 
be over to the left, 
but not so far over 
that it’s cut off or 
‘clipped’. If it’s not 

over to the left, use 
negative exposure 

compensation (the 
minus button). If it’s 

cut off or clipped,  
try positive exposure 

compensation (the 
plus button)

The histogram should 
be central. If it’s too 
far to the left, apply 
positive exposure 

compensation (plus 
button); too far right, 
try negative exposure 

compensation 
(minus button)

The histogram should 
be over to the right, 
but not so far over 
that it’s cut off, or 
‘clipped’. If it’s not 

over to the right, use 
positive exposure 

compensation (plus 
button). If it’s clipped, 
try negative exposure 

compensation 
(minus button) 

Set your SLR to spot-metering mode, aperture priority and 
ISO100. Do you want a very shallow depth of field, or do  
you want as much of the subject as possible to be sharp?

DeepShallow 

Set an aperture of say, f/8, to get 
more of the subject in focus, take 

a test shot, and then check the 
histogram on the LCD

Set your lens’s maximum aperture 
to blur out all but a very narrow 
band, take a test shot, and then 
check the histogram on the LCD

Darker BrighterMidtone
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Set flash exposure compensation 
to -2EV, and try taping a rectangle  

of plastic cut from a milk bottle 
over the flash, to act as a diffuser 

and soften the light

Position the reflector below the 
subject and angle it slightly up,  

to bounce light from overhead into 
shadows below the subject

Do you have a built-in flash, or  
do you have a hotshoe flash?

Have you got an 
off-camera flash cord,  

or a remote flash trigger? 

Once the reflector and/or flash are in position, set the flash to 
manual mode and adjust the power output to get the effect 
you’re after. The lower the power, the more subtle the effect

Attach a diffuser to the 
flash, or tilt or swivel it to 

bounce the light off a 
reflector or a sheet of  
white card, or do both

Position the flash off to one 
side of the subject to model 

the subject, and bring out 
texture (for backlighting, 
proceed to the next page)

Do you have a reflector or a sheet of white card  that’s  
at least as big as the subject you’re photographing?

Reflector

Built-in Hotshoe

YesNo

No reflector
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Make sure the metering mode is 
still set to spot, and that the focus 
point overlaps the subject. Take a 
test shot and check the histogram

Do you have a hotshoe flash?

If possible, position the subject or 
camera so the main light source 

(eg the sun) is behind the subject

Do you have a remote flash trigger?

Once the flash is in place, 
set it to manual and 
adjust the power as 

needed. The lower the  
power, the more subtle 

the rim-light. You can 
also move the flash 

closer or further away

If the backlighting is very 
bright, you can expect a 

peak at the far right of 
the histogram, but most 

of the graph should be 
in the middle

Position your flash a few feet 
directly behind your subject, or at 
a slight angle (making sure it’s well 
out of shot!) to provide a rim-light

If the histogram is too far to the left or right, or if the image looks too dark or 
light, apply positive exposure compensation (plus button) to lighten it up 

slightly, or negative exposure compensation (minus button) to darken it

No

No

Yes

Yes
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The amount of light 
generated by shops, street 

lights and signs can deliver a 
fast enough shutter speed 

for holding your camera. 
Increase the ISO setting and 

use your lens’s widest 
aperture to get faster 

shutter speeds. Brace your 
camera by leaning against  
a wall or similar, and turn  

on the high ISO noise 
reduction feature

Tripods help you to consider 
image opportunities more 
carefully. As long as you’re 
not worried about subject 
movement, you’ll be free  

to use low ISO settings, 
narrower apertures and 

slower shutter speeds

Find a good spot near traffic lights 
or where the volume of traffic 

increases. Choose the lowest ISO 
setting and use manual mode (M) 

to dial in a shutter speed of ten 
seconds. Take some test shots and 
view the results on the LCD – using 
the histogram to check exposure. 

Are the light trails long enough?

Would you like to  
capture light trails as part  

of your picture? 

In manual mode (M), choose the 
widest aperture (lowest f-stop) to 
give you the fastest shutter speed. 
Increase the ISO to between 400 

and 800 and take a test shot

Choose a slower shutter 
speed (try 20 secs) and 

take another shot. Repeat 
until you’re happy with 

the length of the trail

Are the results too bright (with the histogram bunched to the 
right) or too dark (with no detail on the right of the graph)?

Choose a narrower aperture 
setting (higher f-stop) and take 

another shot. Check the 
histogram and repeat the 

process until the highlights can 
be seen to the right of the graph

Choose a wider aperture (lower 
f-stop) and take another test 

shot. Check the histogram and 
repeat the process until  

the histogram just touches the 
right of the graph

Look out for street lamps, light trails from cars 
and sunsets that will add colour and interest. 

Head out when it’s been raining, as lights 
reflected in puddles can double the impact  
of your pictures. Will you be using a tripod?

Yes No

No Yes

No Yes

Too bright Too dark
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With your camera on a tripod, choose manual (M) 
mode and select ISO800. An exposure of 30 secs  
at f/4 is a good starting point. If your lens aperture 

doesn’t offer this wide setting, increase the ISO  
to compensate. Take a test shot with the lens set  

to manual (M) and focused at infinity. Do the results 
look okay, or are they too brown?

Zoom into the shot to check the 
focus. Are foreground details  

sharp or blurred?

Try your camera’s Tungsten 
white-balance setting, or make a 
custom setting of around 3,200K

Try to avoid including any 
subject that’s too close to 

the camera in your 
composition. Depth of field 
is limited at wide apertures 

Check the histogram. The shot’s 
graph should be bunched to the 

left, because the scene is full  
of dark tones and shadows.  
If it’s not, decrease the ISO

If your shot is severely under-exposed, increase the ISO setting. 
Don’t choose a slower shutter speed, because at longer exposures 

the stars will be rendered as short streaks of light

Choose a location far from the  
sodium glow of street lights. Find a 

suitable focal point for your moonlit 
landscape, such as a church, standing 

stones or dramatic headland. Try to start 
shooting three hours after ‘moonrise’  

for the best results

Sharp Blurred

Okay Too brown
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By using low ISOs and fill flash, you’ll 
get cleaner pictures. Are you shooting 
in an environment that’s mostly lit by 

tungsten lights or fire?

Try placing a warming gel 
over the flash, so that its 
burst of light blends with 
the scene. Alternatively, 

shoot a single raw file, 
then save it out with 

different white-balance 
settings and blend the 

images together

In aperture-priority mode (A  
or Av) choose the lens’s widest 
aperture and increase the ISO  

to a setting that will allow you to 
get sharp pictures. Take test 

shots and evaluate the results, 
adjusting the ISO as necessary. 
Expect the results to be noisy

Choose the camera’s 
slow-sync flash mode. To 
activate slow-sync flash 
on a Nikon SLR, set the 
flash mode to Slow. On 

Canons, just set the mode 
dial to Av and flip up the 
flash. For other brands, 

check your manual

Take a shot. Are the results blurred or sharp?

In slow-sync mode, the camera automatically 
uses flash to light the subject, and a longer 

exposure to capture background detail. If the 
camera or subject moves during this longer 

exposure, the photo will feature blurred 
elements. The answer is to use a tripod

Get closer to the subject, use a 
wider aperture or set a higher ISO

Reduce the power of the flash, use a 
narrower aperture or set a lower ISO

Do you want to use flash to light your subject,  
or just capture the mood of the ambient light?

Yes No

Flash

Blurred Sharp

Does your subject appear too dark or too bright?

Dark Bright

Ambient light
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Use a wider aperture (lower 
f-stop) or try a longer 

exposure time. Take further 
test shots until you’re happy 

with the exposure

Use a narrower aperture 
(higher f-stop) or try  

a shorter exposure time. 
Take further test shots until 

you’re happy

You’ve probably been wandering 
around the scene with the torch 
still switched on. Make sure you 

switch it off when you’re not 
‘painting’. Take another test shot

You need to keep the torch beam  
in motion, just like painting with  

a brush, otherwise you’ll have 
patches and blotchy lighting over 

the subject. With this in mind,  
take another test shot

Are some parts of the subject much brighter than others?

Zooming in on the image,  
does it look blurred?

Are there flares or streaks of light 
throughout the frame?

With your camera mounted on a tripod, manually focus on 
the subject. Switch to manual (M) mode, then set the ISO  
to 100 and aperture to around f/8. For the shutter speed, 

choose the camera’s Bulb setting. Using a lockable remote 
release, lock open the shutter and ‘paint’ the subject with  

a strong spotlight torch. Try a 120-sec exposure, unlocking 
the release to close the shutter. Check the results on the 

rear screen. Is the image too dark or too bright?

Yes

Yes No

Yes No

No

Your tripod isn’t sturdy 
enough. Long exposures and 
wind are a volatile mix, so try 

hanging your camera bag 
from your tripod or weighing 
it down with a jacket to keep 

it rock steady

Take your shots. Don’t take 
risks while working in total 

darkness. Arrive in daylight 
so you can check out the 

terrain, keep another torch 
handy and carry a phone  

for emergencies

Too dark Too bright
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Is the bride walking 
towards you or 

standing still?

Walking Still

Are you shooting wide, 
or cropping in tight so 
that the bride or her 
dress fills the frame?

Wide Crop

Is the bride in direct sunlight or in shade? 

Sunlight Shade
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There’s little you can 
do in bright sunlight, 

but if possible add 
some fill-flash to 

eliminate any harsh 
shadows or ask the 

bride to pause in 
some shade (such as 

the shadow of the 
church), then go 
to the next step 

Set your widest 
aperture and dial 
in +1 to +2 stops 

of exposure 
compensation, to 

ensure the bride isn’t 
silhouetted against 

the brighter 
background

Set your SLR’s focus 
tracking mode and 

shoot in burst mode, 
or walk backwards as 
the bride approaches 

to maintain the 
focusing distance

Set your lens’s widest 
aperture to blur out 
the background and 
then use evaluative 
metering to expose 
for the whole scene

Select the AF point 
closest to the nearest 

of the bride’s eyes 
and use single shot AF 

to focus on it rather 
than what’s in the 

centre of the frame

Is the background 
much brighter than 
the bride (i.e. is she 

backlit), or is the 
background a similar 

tone to the bride?

Brighter Similar

If the bride’s dress fills 
the frame, dial in +1 to 
+2 stops of exposure 

compensation to 
avoid a grey-looking 
dress. If the bride’s 
face fills the frame, 
dial in +0.5  stops to 

prevent under-
exposure
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Set aperture-priority mode and your 
lens’s maximum aperture. Is the shutter 

speed fast enough to shoot handheld?

Fast enough Too slow

Increase your ISO as high as necessary 
and convert to black and white in 

post-processing. With any luck the grain 
will make it more atmospheric!

Use your tripod and a 
remote shutter 

release to reduce the 
risk of camera shake

Fire away discreetly 
with your flash on 

auto, but keep your 
ISO at 400 or 800 to 

include some 
ambient light,  and 

avoid the background 
being plunged into 

darkness

Is flash allowed in the 
church or registry 

office, either during 
or after the 
ceremony?

No flashFlash

Is it important that 
the images are colour, 

or would black and 
white be an option? 

Colour B&W

Increase your ISO 
as high as necessary 
to get a fast enough 
shutter speed, and 
be aware that if the 

bride is walking up the 
aisle, you may need 

an even faster shutter 
speed to prevent 

motion blur

Do you have a tripod 
that you can set up at, 

say, the back of the 
church, or discreetly 
off to one side of the 

bride and groom?

YesNo

Fire away, but keep an 
eye on the shutter speed 
in your viewfinder, and if 
it drops too low, go right

Increase your ISO to 400 or 
even 800 and check the 

shutter speed again. Is the 
shutter speed fast enough 

to shoot handheld now?

Too slowFast enough

Do you mind if your 
shots are a bit noisy? 
(Bear in mind that a 

grainy shot is usually 
better than a blurred 

one, and always 
better than nothing)

No grainGrain
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Do you want the 
groom to kiss the 

bride or to look 
lovingly into her eyes?

Is the dress filling the 
frame, or is it just a 
part of the overall 

composition?

To avoid high-contrast images with 
harsh shadows, position the bride (or 

bride and groom) in the shade and 
decide whether you want to shoot wide 

and include the setting, or crop in tight

Is the background 
also in shade, or is the 

subject backlit?
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Ask the bride and groom to rub 
noses rather than kiss. This will 

ensure their faces and expressions 
won’t be obscured by the kiss itself

Try to get the bride and groom to 
relax by keeping things light-

hearted, and shoot in burst mode 
to capture fleeting moments of 

spontaneous laughter or emotion

If the newlyweds and 
the background are 

in the shade, expose 
as normal, but keep 

an eye on the 
histogram to ensure 
there’s a little peak 
near the highlight 

end, which indicates 
that the dress will 

look white 

Dial in between +1 
and +2 stops of 

exposure 
compensation to 
prevent the bride 

from being too dark 
against a bright 

background, or to 
ensure the dress 

looks white, not grey

Expose as normal, 
but keep an eye on 

the histogram to 
ensure there’s a peak 

near the highlight 
end, which indicates 

that the dress will 
look white

Wide Crop

Dress Overall
Shade Backlit

Kiss Look
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Are the subjects in 
direct sunlight or in 

shade or backlit?

Are you shooting 
individuals and pairs, 
or bigger group shots?

Are you shooting 
individuals and pairs, 
or bigger group shots?

Are you shooting formal shots 
or more candid portraits?
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Sunlight Shade

Pairs Group

Wherever possible, move the 
subjects into the shade, or shoot 
so any direct light is coming from 

behind them. Failing that, use a 
reflector, or add a burst of fill-flash

Use a large reflector to bounce 
overhead light into faces and 

reveal extra detail, and use flash 
set to -2 stops of flash exposure 
compensation to create a catch 

light in the subjects’ eyes

Use a long lens to fill 
the frame, set a wide 
aperture to minimise 

depth of field, and 
focus on the eyes. For 
posed images, ask the 

subjects to turn in 
towards each other

Use as long a lens as 
space will allow to get 

everyone in. Wide 
zooms may distort 

people at the edges. 
Ask  people near the 

edges to turn inwards 
and set an aperture of 
f/8 to get good depth 
of field and edge-to-

edge sharpness

Crop in tighter than 
with formal group 

shots and use a wide 
aperture. Also, use 

foreground people to 
frame the shot and 
shoot in bursts to 
capture fleeting 

expressions 

Formal Candids

Group Pairs
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Don’t miss the abridged edition of 
Pring’s Photographer’s Miscellany, 

free with issue 158 of Digital Camera, 
featuring 68 pages of intriguing 

photography facts, trivia, and tips

Don’t miss the abridged edition of 

NEXT 
MONTH!*

* Subject to change
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