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From A Life In 
Photography

I’ve spent much of  my life behind a camera. 
Maybe it started in 1961 when my Father couldn’t 
seem to get good pictures out of  his first 35mm 
camera and in frustration he gave it to me. It 
didn’t take long before I was 
developing my own film and making 
prints in an improvised darkroom. 
Years later in the service I spent 
some time with a couple of  
photojournalists and decided that 
would be a great career. I came 
back and went to college to study 
photography and over the years I 
picked up several degrees in the 
field. While I was still interested in 
traveling the world as a 
photographer with news agencies or National 
Geographic, I realized it wasn’t that compatible 
with settling down to a normal living. Choices and 
compromises at every fork in the road of  life. No 
real regrets though. 
If  you haven’t been introduced to the greats of  
photography get to know a few. My favorites 
include Ansel Adams, Minor White, Alfred 
Steiglitz and they are real artists. Take some time 
to explore on your own this amazing art form. 

My skill set was best described as being a 
photographic engineer and in the following years I 
worked at medical universities helping researchers 

with photographic problems and took a job where 
I worked on projects with NASA and other 
government agencies mostly involving satellite 
imaging. Much of  that work came to an end with 

the advent of  computers and digital 
images, but I still loved travel and 
photography and do both still. 
Along the way I taught some college 
classes in photography and my 
favorite became evening classes 
where most of  the students where 
mothers taking the class to learn 
how to take better pictures of  their 
children. Because the course 
required me to teach a curriculum 
that had technical requirements I 

did have serious problems trying to get the 
mothers to audit my classes so I didn’t have to fail 
them. But I also learned that I had to include a 
number of  sessions on composition and lighting 
that wouldn’t usually be included to better meet 
their needs. 

My education also included a lot of  time studying 
the masters of  the craft and I had the privilege to 
meet and talk to a number of  them and it has 
influenced my approach to taking photographs 
ever since. Here I like to offer some ideas on what 
to look for to help make your photography more 
compelling. 

Tips, Tricks and Techniques Used By Professionals 
To Help Make Photographs More Appealing



Foreground and the S curve 

Don’t Just Stand There –  
Very few great photographs were actually taken 
from five feet above the ground. That’s the height 
of  a camera held in front of  your face while 
standing. It may be the most comfortable position 
for taking pictures but it is also the most often 
used, the most ordinary. I had a Nat Geo 
photographer once tell me that if  he isn’t in the 
dirt or hasn’t climbed something to get the shot he 
just isn’t doing the job he was hired to do. Simply 
put, changing your perspective changes the 
picture for the better. Consider the Adam’s image 
Mount Williamson from Manzanar above. 
Dunedin, Florida sunset – get up early – go out 
late 
The Time Of  Day Matters – The golden 
hours are a photographers favorite lighting. About 
an hour after Sunrise to an hour before Sunset is 
when you will find the most amazing light. It’s 

hard to take a Sunrise if  you don’t get out of  bed 
and Sunrises usually provides the day’s best 
conditions. Get out there when the world is just 
waking up and you’ll often see some remarkable 
sights. The same holds true after sunset. Late 
evening and nighttime scenes have their own 
special magic. Photography is a function of  light 
and contrasts and it’s all about the light. 
Look For The Geometry In A Scene -
Composition can speak directly to the 
subconscious causing the eye and mind to be 
drawn into the flow and depths of  the image. 
Have you ever seen two images of  pretty much 
the same scene where one is just flat while the 
other draws your attention? It is elements of  
composition that make the difference. Consider a 
few simple tricks. 

Ansel Adams – The Tetons and Snake River 

The S Curve – Famous landscapes are often 
examples of  the S 
Curve but it can be 
incorporated in a 
number of  images. A 
photograph that has 
a flow to it usually 
has graphic elements 
that wind back and fourth through the frame in  
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Ansel Adam’s photograph, Mount Williamson from Manzanar – Shot 
from a low perspective



an S shape. Start looking at images and you will 
find the S shape often. It tends to cause the eye to 
start at the back of  the scene and travel through 
the scene following that S curve. Ansel Adams 
photograph of  the Tetons and Snake River is a 
perfect S Curve. 
Frame The Scene – A sense of  depth in a 
photograph actually draws us into the image and 

makes it more 
meaningful. 
Again the appeal 
is often 
subconscious but 
that too adds to 
the impact of  a 
photograph. The 
easiest way to add 
depth and appeal 
to a scene is to 
include near 

objects in a distant shot like tree limbs or near 
rock formations. Conrad Hall was the 
cinematographer on Butch Cassidy and the 
Sundance Kid and Paul Newman and the cast 
thought that there was so much filming from 
behind bushes to frame the shot that at one point 
they tied bushes around their waists to cover part 
of  their faces as a joke. 

Use The Rule Of  Thirds – Either in taking a 
picture or later cropping it consider the Rule of  
Thirds. Divide a scene into thirds horizontally and 

vertically and that produces four line intersections. 
Place the most important element in your scene at 
the points where they intersect. These are called 
power points and the most significant one is the 
lower right. Most right handed people are drawn 
to that location first in a scene. The more muted 
the rest of  the composition the more powerful the 
image. 

First and foremost, the take-away for improving 
your photography is don’t just shoot the scene in 
front of  you but take a moment to appreciate it 
and the elements that make it interesting to you 
along with the scenes surroundings. You are about 
to create a two dimensional graphic 
representation of  your experience. Make it as 
interesting as you possibly can. 

Ansel Adams – Birch trees 

Bondi Beach Australia and the S curve 



Bondi Beach Australia 

Like The Tetons and Snake River 
this scene also takes advantage of  a 
perfect S curve to cause the eye to 
travel through the photograph.

Castle, Passau, Germany 

Like The Tetons and Snake River 
this scene uses a mirrored S as it takes 
advantage of  the S curve to make the 
eye travel through the photograph.



Approaching The Alaska Range 

Including foreground elements adds a 
lot of  additional interest to a 
landscape. When framing a scene see 
what framing elements you can 
include.

Cherry blossoms and the Jefferson 
Memorial 

More foreground elements added to 
a scene.  In this instance a flash was 
used to capture the near cherry 
blossoms during a longer exposure 
of  the memorial.



One of the biggest steps you can take to improve 
your outdoor photographs is to start seeing what the 
light is doing to the scene. Just as important as the 
subject of your picture is the light and how it adds 
(or subtracts) from the environment. 

The light in your photograph directly affects the 
mood and can add drama but can also damage your 
results. It doesn't matter if it’s natural sunlight or an 
artificial light source – you need some type of light 
to produce an image. From the beginning with 
photographic film to todays digital pixels the only 
thing that is being recorded is the light reflecting off 
the scene or emanating directly from it or a 
combination of both. Between the scene and your 
camera there are a number of things that can interact 
with the light. Fog and mist can diffuse it, smooth 

surfaces, like water, 
can add reflections 
to it and 
environmental 
conditions and the 
time of day can 
alter its intensity 
and color. 

Here's a secret I'll 
share. Most of the 
time, when dealing 
with natural light 
and outdoor scenes 
even the best 

photographers aren't sure what results they'll get. 
Learning what to expect under different 
circumstances is a process that requires the taking of 

hundreds and thousands of photographs and studying 
the resulting images. 

When I was starting out in photography every one of 
those individual photographs had a price attached to 
it and it wasn't inexpensive. A couple of times I had 
jobs where the film and processing costs were paid 
by my employers, but even then my results were 
judged against those costs. Today we live in an age 
of miracles where those pixels have no real costs 
associated with them. We can now shoot hundreds of 
images, view the results instantly and keep only the 
pictures we like. Considering this there is no excuse 

to not shoot, experiment and play with all sorts of 
lighting situations. 

The best natural light for outdoor photography 
appears during the golden hours, which is an hour 
after sunrise, and about an hour before sunset. Most 
photographers will look to shoot during the golden 
hours, as it often produces the most stunning outdoor 
images. 

Just as the day has times for the best light there are 
also times for the worst. Often natural light can be 
the photographers worst enemy. Bright mid-day Sun, 
especially in stark environments can be a severe 
challenge. High contrast scenes with deep shadows 
next to bleached out areas in direct sunlight. 
Probably the best trick you can put in your arsenal 
for just such times is a polarizing filter*. Putting on 
the filter and rotating it can cut the intensity of 
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reflected and scattered light by over half. It causes the 
sky to darken and reduces the harshness of the 
sunlight reflecting off the scene. 

Night photography is actually my favorite because of 
the stunning effects produced by the play of 
illumination on buildings, lighted cityscapes and 

nighttime events (fireworks etc). There is often 
something magical about night lighting that you just 
won't get during daytime. 

My Camera Gear– When I travel I carry a compact 
camera in addition to my cellphone. Considering the 
quality of the newer models of cameras and the 
capabilities of the new cellphones, I just can't see 
hauling around a larger camera. While I have to admit 
lately that my cellphone takes incredible pictures 
often handling unusual lighting situations better than 
my Nikon, I still carry the camera because it has better 
control of shutter speed and aperture and has a really 
good zoom lens (35X). 

*Polarizing filter – Because of the small size of 
modern cellphone and compact camera lenses all you 
need is a small piece of filter. Since there is no 
convenient filter holder for phones and compacts 
available I simply carry a small sheet of filter in a 
pocket case and simply hold it in front of the lens. 
You can buy a large sheet of optical grade film from 
Amazon (link below). 



Nikon A900 is my favorite camera. Compact with 
lots of control over how you take photographs and 
with a 128 SD card it will store thousands of images 
or forty minutes of 720p video. Find it on Amazon 
HERE. 

Nikon A1000 has a greater telephoto and a few more 
pixels but is about 20% bigger. More info or to buy 
on Amazon click HERE.  

Polarizing film 
comes in a large 
sheet you can cut 
down to a number 
of smaller filters. 
To buy on Amazon 
click HERE. 

The bottom line today with those virtually free pixels 
is look, see, shoot. You can always erase the picture 
if it didn't work out but if you don't shoot you'll 
never know. 

https://amzn.to/3i2Zq0I
https://amzn.to/3i8KuOR
https://amzn.to/2XsOW32
https://amzn.to/3i2Zq0I
https://amzn.to/3i8KuOR
https://amzn.to/2XsOW32


When a photographer approaches a scene intending 
to take a picture he looks for what composition he 
can include in the frame and what the lighting will 

bring to enhancing the image. Those actions can best 
be seen as finding the image and capturing it, but 
there is more to photography than that. While the 
camera (be it film based, DSLR or cellphone) is 
designed to quickly do that job, often automatically, 
it also has a lot of additional capabilities. It has a 
number of tools that the photographer can utilized to 
further interpret the scene before him. 

While there are a number of cameras that are so 
automated that you just point and shoot, most better 

cameras (cellphones too) 
have two primary 
controls; the shutter 
speed which specifically 
determines how sharp 
the image is when there 
is motion involved 
(either in the scene or 
the hand holding the 
camera) and the 
aperture which is the 
lenses opening that 
controls how much light 
gets in through the lens. 

Shutter Speed is the measurement of how long a 
shutter is open in taking a photograph. To minimize 
problems involving motion that create blur in the 
image you can set faster shutter speeds that can reach 

1/1000th of a second or even shorter. In very low 
light, shutters can stay open 1 second or even longer 
to get enough light. In cameras there are a series of 
shutter speeds with each step a doubling of the speed 
from the previous step. Typically they are 1 second, 
½ second ¼, 1/8, 1/16, 1/30, 1/60, 1/125, 1/250, 1/500 of a 
second.  

Aperture size or f-stop technically is a ratio of the 
focal length of the lens to the iris diameter that is 
controlling the amount of light and is expressed as a 
fraction. Think of the letter f as the numerator over 
the denominator number where the higher the 
denominator number the smaller the fraction and it 
looks like this f/ 1.4  where f/1.4 lets in twice as 
much light as f/2.8. The most common whole 
progression being f /1.4 , f /2.8, f /5.6, f /11, f/ 22 
with some cameras also having half stops like f/16. 
Besides controlling the amount of light getting 
through the lens the f-stop also controls depth of 
field or how much of the depth through a scene is in 
good focus.  

Exposure or equivalents are called reciprocity. It's 
the concept that combinations of shutter speed and f 
stops allow exactly the same amount of light into the 
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camera when taking a picture. f/5.6 at 1/125th of a 

second is the same amount of light as f/11 at 1/60th 
of a second and the slower shutter speeds allow 
smaller apertures that create a greater depth of field. 

Playing around with shutter speeds and different f 
stops is the best way to appreciating what you can 
accomplish. Sometimes an image has more impact 
with deliberate motion blur and tracking a fast 
moving object with the camera while clicking the 
shutter at the same time will often provide great 
pictures. Setting slower shutter speeds also provides 
for shallow depth of field and that is a great way of 
focusing attention on a specific area in the scene. 

To make use of these features in a digital camera or 
your cellphone requires that you understand how 
controlling shutter speed and aperture works in your 
device. Check the manual or do a device specific 
internet search and play with the controls. 



Upping your iPhone game 
Controlling focus and exposure separately. The 
problem with accomplishing that trick is that the 
iPhone sets both exposure and focus with a single 
tap. If you tap on your foreground subject and it's 
dark, you can end up over-exposing the photo. The 

easiest way to solve that problem, is to install a 
better camera app and there are a number available 
– these include Camera+ ($2) and Top Camera 
($3). Using either of these apps, you can tap 
separately to focus and specify where to set the 
exposure. The end result: You no longer have to 
live with under- or over-exposed photos just 
because you chose to set a specific focus point. 

There are also other apps that allow you to change 
an image after it's taken. There's FocusTwist that 
shoots a short video and then shows you a still 
photo derived from the length of video. There's 
also  AfterFocus ($1). Open a photo or take a one, 
and then outline the areas that you want to be in 
sharp focus. The app then blurs everything else for 
you, giving you a convincing shot with simulated 
depth of field. 



Lock the focus without using an app on you 
iPhone. Instead of a tap to set only exposure you 
can lock the focus on the iPhone with a tap and 
hold on any spot on the screen for a few seconds 
when you see a yellow box flash around your 
finger. Remove your finger and you’ll see the 
message “AE/AF Lock” on the screen. Until 
you take the photo, the focus and exposure will 
remain the same 
till you tap the 
shutter release. 

Apps for Android 
users.  
Open Camera is 
a compact camera 
app for Android 
cellphones and 
tablets. It is free 
with no in-app 
ads. This Android 
app has different 
focus modes, 
scene modes, 
auto-stabilizer, 
HD video 
recording, handy 
remote controls, 

configurable volume keys, geotagging of photos 
and videos, support for an external microphone, 
HDR, dynamic range optimization mode, small 
file size, etc. and it's open-source.. 

Google Camera comes installed on all Pixel 
devices but  the Android community, has 
managed to make Google Camera app available 
on other Android devices. Making things like 
Pixel portrait mode, HDR+, and more plus the 
Pixel 4 camera’s Astrophotography feature, 
which enables users to capture great shots in the 
dark. GCAM apps are ported by third-party 
developers, so you may find lags and bugs in 
the download. 

Adobe Photoshop Camera is good for taking a 
lot of selfies as the app comes with a ton of 
camera filters and effects. The filters can be 
applied before or after you shoot the picture, 
and some are remarkable and the app has 
intelligent AI that recognizes the subject in the 
picture and applies filters with real precision. It 
also has post-editing tools that change 
brightness, contrast, saturation and a magic 
wand tool that can remove sharp shadows and 
deep black areas. Unfortunately it does not 
allow  for manual selection of shutter speed, 
exposure, focus, and is supported only on a few 

Android 
devices. 

In closing, I 
had a number 
of people that 
challenged me 
with projects 
designed to 
train my eye to 
see and take 
better 
photographs. In 
the next section 
I will offer 
some of those 
examples to 
help improve 
your picture 
taking. 


