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"Open your mind to the visual possibilities
that abound in your daily life."
—Joel Sartore
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I N T RO D U C T I O N
For decades, I’ve been traveling the world in search of
great pictures. And you know what I’ve discovered? Most
of the time, I feel like I shouldn’t be taking pictures at all.
I say this because it’s a very rare thing when everything
comes together—great light, a perfect background, and
just the right moment. In fact, it can be a bit like finding
a needle in a haystack.
But don’t be discouraged, dear readers! It just takes
vision and patience, and practice, practice, practice.
Many years ago, when I was just starting out, I asked the
photo director of a student newspaper, “What’s the secret
to building a great portfolio?” He said simply, “Run a lot of
pictures through your camera, Joel.” At the time I thought
he was being a bit snarky. But now I see how right he was.
Some 40 years later, I’m still learning that the more you
shoot, the better you get. This is because you’re seeing
what works and what doesn’t with each situation—success
or failure is apparent within each frame. We really do learn
things best when we’re made uncomfortable, and boy
have I been made miserable by my failures when shooting
new things. But, looking back now, I see that each image
has led to me getting better the next time.
Why does this all seem so hard? To start, there’s that
500-page instruction manual that came with your camera.

St. Basil’s Cathedral stands bright at night in Moscow’s Red Square.
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The good news is that seeing well doesn’t
have to be tech-heavy or overly expensive. I really don’t care much about the
gear, or the latest bells and whistles. Just
shoot what’s interesting to you. If you love
your subject, it’ll eventually love you back.
And once you’ve honed your photographic
skills, I ask you to take it a step further—do
something truly good with your work.
The power of photography to tell stories
well is amazing. A good photograph can
literally change the world. Whether your
thing is to help save dogs and cats down at

the local animal shelter, or to celebrate a
clean beach, there’s nothing like putting
your photos to work.
Knowing all this, I started the Photo Ark
some 14 years ago. Today, we’ve done studio portraits of more than 10,000 animals,
well on our way to photographing every
species in human care around the world.
Hopefully, these images will stand the test
of time, and inspire future generations to
protect our natural heritage.
But enough about me. Come on. Jump in.
Right now. The water’s fine.

A trained bear is all roar and no bite, showing off for a group of Boy Scouts in southern California

But, more important, when you pick up a
camera, the choices are infinite. Where will
you go? When, and why? The dance of life is
different each and every day. So is the light.
And you can completely change everything
in a photograph by simply turning around.
It can all be so overwhelming, right?
We yearn to capture the great moments
in life. They’re literally everywhere, but so
fleeting, so hard to trap forever inside that
little box.
So let’s take a deep breath and start right
here: In this book, I’d like you to open your

6

P H OTO B A S I C S

mind to the visual possibilities that abound
in your daily life. You don’t have to go to the
other side of the world to make great photos. Indeed, the pictures you make at home
should be among your best. This is because
you really know this subject, and you have
24/7 access. With vision, patience, and practice, shooting at home can pay off in ways
that will really satisfy.
And, by the way, you’ll get far more credit
from me when you find an ordinary scene in
your own backyard and capture it in a way
that’s all your own.

Sometimes you have to get up close and personal with animals, like I did with this juvenile caiman, to get an intimate portrait.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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THE RULE OF THIRDS
This basic rule can help you balance your composition. By aligning your subject and
background elements along a simple grid of nine squares, you can add interest and visual
tension to an image.

A mountain biker seeks thrills on a slick rock trail near Moab, Utah. The rule of thirds provides balance to this photo,
providing context (the mountains) to the subject (the rider). The negative space in the front of him gives him “room to
travel,” which adds to the tension.

C R E AT I N G BA L A N C E

Dividing your photo into nine equal parts can help guide you to a strong spot to place your subject. Most cameras can
superimpose a grid like this, to help you place the subject where the lines intersect. In time, you’ll learn to see this way
on your own.

Imagine drawing a tic-tac-toe board over a
photograph and adjusting the placement
of your subject to be along any of the lines
or their intersections. This is the rule of
thirds, and it’s a compositional technique
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that goes back hundreds of years. Not only
does using the rule of thirds make your
photo more interesting to the eye, but it
can also leave room for context and dramatic tension.

As you move the subject of your photograph off-center, pay attention to what else
comes into the frame. You can create balance by having a counterpoint in an opposite section. But always ask yourself: Is this
working for me or against me?
Imagine that you’re photographing a
friend in a cobblestone alleyway. When you
look through the viewfinder and align her
with the top right section of the frame, a
trash can comes into view in the bottom
left. You have a counterpoint, but it’s not
very pretty.
But if you reframe to have your friend in
the lower right portion of the image, a
hanging basket of flowers comes into view
in the top left. Now you have a much more
interesting photo—you have color and con-

text from the alley she is exploring. As you
experiment with the rule of thirds, remember that everything in the picture should be
there because you want it to be. And, as
with most rules, sometimes it’s meant to be
broken—if your most compelling shot
doesn’t align with this grid, that’s OK, too.
A S S I G N M E N T: TA K E A WA L K
Photograph your neighborhood using the
rule of thirds. How can you position a subject in different parts of the frame? Then,
work backward, building a photograph
from the background forward: Find a scene,
compose, then place your subject within it.
Experiment with tension, context, and balance. Study each photograph to see how
the elements work with each other.

COMPOSITION

9

FOCAL POINTS
The focal point of your image is the heart of the story. Whether a single subject or a broader

ments from your field of view that may not
contribute to the story of your image.

scene, what you choose to feature becomes the visual focus of your photograph.

KEEP IT CLEAN
A photograph should have an obvious point
of interest. When our eyes roam around the
frame directionless, the picture falls flat.
Much like a written story, a photograph
should have a starting point. Think about
the information you want to include in the
image and consider the rule of thirds. If you
place your subject along the grid, how many
other things can you include in the frame to
tell your story? It is possible to include too
much information in your photograph,

though. If you suspect that your focal point
is getting lost, ask yourself: What can I do
to make the subject stand out?

Another trick for ensuring that your subject
is the focal point of the image is using negative (or empty) space. Scan the frame and
be sure no elements overlap with the sub-

ject in a way that confuses the eye. A simple
adjustment of your position can often isolate your subject, allowing it to stand out.
As you play with focal points, keep asking
yourself: Is it working for me or against me?
Try a few different approaches to each
image. You may be surprised by which version works best.

KEEP IT SIMPLE
If your subject is lost in a busy scene, get
closer. If you have a prime lens, zoom with
your feet, physically moving your body
closer to the subject. Or try a longer lens to
grab your subject from a distance. Getting
closer will help eliminate background ele-

A farmer holds carrots she has just pulled from the ground. Their orange color makes them pop against a largely green
frame, and negative space in the upper right corner keeps the image clean and simple.

PRO TIP SHOOT MORE

A diuca finch perches on the thorns of a cactus. Using a shallow depth of field to soften the background makes it clear

The best way to improve your eye is to take a lot of photographs—many more than you think you need. With
each shot, change something. Don’t be afraid to take bad photos. Think of these as notes that will contribute
to the making of an image with impact. When I shoot an assignment for National Geographic, only about a
tenth of one percent of the photos I take end up published. A lot of what I shoot is experimental and exploratory in the moment. So if you shoot 1,000 photographs, and one turns out fantastic, you’re on the right track.

that the focus of this photo is the bird. The cacti in the background frame it nicely, further defining it as our focal point.
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B AC KG R O U N D
While your subject is the focus of your photograph, it’s important to pay attention to what’s behind
it. Use the background to add more details and context to your photographs.

Even with great light and a well-executed
rule of thirds, a bad background can ruin a
photograph. Conversely, a clean background can eliminate distractions and make
your subject really stand out. Of course, an
interesting, layered photograph is what
many photographers crave. This takes lots
of practice to achieve.

B U I L D I N G A BAC KG RO U N D
Unless something amazing is happening
that you have to capture right away, take a
moment to consider background before
you begin shooting. Think about building
your background one piece at a time.
Looking through your viewfinder, take
note of everything in the frame. Is there
anything going on that viewers won’t be
able to ignore? Common problems include
unsightly objects that clutter the image and
don’t add to the story, or placement issues,
like a telephone pole that seems to extend
out of your subject’s head.
If you find problem spots in your back-

COMPOSITION

In this portrait of my wife, Kathy, the background is still in focus and provides visual interest and context. You can use
backgrounds as texture to say something about your subject—perhaps that she loves to read.

A soft, monochromatic background here allows us to
focus closely on the giraffe (and its eating habits).

PRO TIP SOLVING VISUAL PROBLEMS
Always remember: If it’s in your picture, it’s either working for you or against you. Get creative as you figure
out how to eliminate distracting elements from your photograph. Move your subject if possible, change your
angle, change your perspective, change your lens, or move in closer. Try leaving a little space between subjects
for a cleaner composition. If something is in your picture, it should be there because you want it, not because
you couldn’t solve the visual problem.
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ground, you can try a few things. First,
change your position. Can you stand somewhere else so that the problem isn’t visible?
Or try a change of perspective. Kneeling,
standing on something tall, or lying on the
ground can often change what you see
behind your subject.
Or try changing the background yourself.
Close doors, move toys, hold branches out
of the way—unless you’re a photojournalist,
in which case adjusting the background is
considered unethical.

U S E W H AT YO U H AV E
Consider how you might use the natural
elements around you to your advantage.

Natural screens like smoke, fog, or dust can
diffuse the intensity and harshness of the
sun, and they can create a clean background, allowing your subject to stand out.
Keep these in mind the next time you’re
photographing your kids watching fireworks, your neighbor driving his tractor
down a dirt road, or a geyser erupting in a
national park.
Existing elements can also add more
information and context to a portrait. If
you’re photographing someone in her
home, think about what your subject’s surroundings say about her—you might want
to feature an avid reader in front of a bookshelf or a gifted cook in the kitchen.

COMPOSITION
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PERSPECTIVE

A S S I G N M E N T: D I F F E R E N T P O I N TS O F V I E W
Set up a scene where you’ll be able to photograph from different perspectives. Move all the way

The angle of a photograph can say a lot about your subject and how you want to portray it.

around, above, and below your subject, shooting from as many angles as possible. As you change

Think about what your perspective adds to an image, and don’t be afraid to try out some

position, how does it affect what’s in the frame? How does the story in the photograph change?

unusual approaches to help tell the story more effectively.

meal. Try photographing anything that
catches your eye, just for the sake of practice. You might be surprised by the beauty
you find in ordinary things.
Finding interesting perspective is all
about angles. How can you change your
position relative to your subject? How does
the picture feel different when you lie on
your belly or stand on a chair? Pick a room
in your house that has potential for a good

background. Get a 360-degree look
through your viewfinder. Where’s the best
light? What elements in the room add context to your image?
After establishing your vantage point, get
a friend or family member to enter the
frame. Practice shooting at eye level, from
up above, and from down below. If you
change your perspective, you may get some
unique photographs out of the exercise.

Looking down on a tropical beach from a high-rise hotel window makes the swimmers look like tiny creatures gathering
at the water’s edge in the Bahamas (left). Framing this Texas longhorn from just below eye level puts the head and
horns above the horizon, giving it a powerful, imposing feel (right).

Ever been told that you need a little perspective? As in life, getting a new perspective in photography can really change how
you see things. When we talk about perspective, two meanings come to mind. First
is the technical definition: Perspective is
how we present three-dimensional objects
in a two-dimensional photograph. Second:
Perspective is the way we look at things—
the experiences in life that influence the
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way we view the world, and the pictures we
make of it.

LO O K A RO U N D
Pay attention to the little things in your
daily life during your commute or while
you’re out on a walk. What scenes capture
your attention and imagination? It doesn’t
always have to be something special, like a
brilliant sunset, a new baby, or a delicious

A butterfly alights on my daughter Ellen’s face at the Lincoln Children’s Zoo. The tight framing and vertical angle make
for a simple but layered picture that feels intimate and personal. We’ll talk about layering in the next section.

COMPOSITION
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FRAMING
Creating a dynamic image within the frame of your photograph takes skillful use of the elements of
good composition. Be sure that everything in your frame contributes to the image, and that there is

graph. Within an image, a frame can be an
object in the foreground that emphasizes
the main subject. It’s a layering technique
that lends depth and focus to the picture.

balance between foreground and background components.

FINDING FRAMES

In this picture from Pantanal, Brazil, a wildlife spotter’s face is framed in a rearview mirror. This technique allows us to
see both forward and backward at the same time, framing the subject and the environment in which he works.

When you hear the word frame you probably think of a picture frame that displays art.
But framing is also an element of compelling
composition. Generally, framing refers to
the scene within your shot—what you
choose to include in a photo and what you
choose to leave out. You want to fill your
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frame with interesting subject matter. Look
to the edges to make sure that nothing is
encroaching or being cut off in an unappealing way.
Most of us hang art inside frames, so it’s
an easy leap to start thinking about how to
incorporate a frame inside your photo-

Imagine that your kids are outside playing
in the snow. As you photograph them
through your window, step back and include
the window in the foreground, as a frame to
the scene. Think about what it adds to the
story—the children are having fun outside,
and you are watching, warm and dry inside.
Will you suit up and join them, or whip up
some hot chocolate for when they come
back in? It’s the story of a winter day in a
frame. Isn’t that cozy?
As you experiment, keep a few things in
mind. First, the frame has to be part of the
environment or setting, and it should add
to the story. The frame should accentuate,
not distract from, the subject. And consider
focus: A frame should be sharp when it’s
part of the subject—the straight lines of
architecture, for example, or a frame can be
completely blurred when it’s a suggestion
of context—as in the case of our window on
the winter day.
Some frames are obvious choices, like
windows or doorways. But the world is full

An easy way to practice framing is to place your subject
in a doorframe or arch, like this shot from Fez, Morocco.

of frames if you start looking for them: trees,
bridges, the mouth of a cave, the hole of a
doughnut. Inside your car, you’ll find that
windshields and rearview mirrors make
interesting framing devices, and they add a
new layer through reflections, which let us
look both forward and backward at the
same time.

A S S I G N M E N T: F R A M E S OM E T H I N G I N A N U N E X P EC T E D WAY
Frame a subject using something from your house or neighborhood. No doorways, though—that’s too
easy. Consider the unusual: You could frame someone sitting at a table, as reflected in a chrome napkin
holder. Or set your camera’s self-timer, place it in the fridge, and capture a picture of someone grabbing
a bite to eat, framed by the jars and shelves.

COMPOSITION
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Q UA L I T Y O F L I G H T
The quality of light available to us is constantly changing—each geographical region, season, day,
and even hour has its own specific light.

Light seems like a simple thing, but once
you start paying attention to it you’ll notice
that it can behave in a million different
ways. Capturing the light in a location or
season accurately can help tell the story of
a place and time, so learning to identify
and work with the quality of light is an
incredibly useful skill. We use the terms
hard and soft light, but what exactly do
they mean?

HARD LIGHT
Hard lighting comes from a single source,
usually a bright one, like the sun, a spotlight,
or a bare light bulb. In addition to creating
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a bright spot of glare on your subject, hard
light results in high contrast: The brights are
really bright, and the darks are really dark.
Think about the sun at high noon on a cloudless day: You see incredibly deep shadows

P H O N E S M A RT S : L I G H T M E T E R I N G

Your smartphone will meter the light
wherever you’ve placed the focus. Keep this
in mind when you’re shooting in harsh light,
and tap a zone of your frame with mid-tones
(in between highlights and shadows) to help
the meter balance out the exposure.

with sharp edges where they meet brightly
lit surfaces.
Sometimes you’ll want this kind of effect—it
can create drama and intrigue in a photo, or
make a subject pop against the background.
But when contrast is too severe, details get
lost in both the dark and light areas. When
shooting in very hard light, you’ll usually want
to either modify it somehow, or be strategic
about the direction of the lighting, which
we’ll discuss later in this chapter.

SOFT LIGHT
Soft lighting seems more ubiquitous—it
doesn’t obviously come from any one
source in particular, and it almost wraps
around the subject. It doesn’t produce
extreme highlights or shadows; instead,
things blend into each other more seamlessly. Without a sharp glare, colors often
appear richer and more true to life.

Although many photographers prefer
shooting in soft light, there’s no single quality of light that works for every situation.
Consider the light that fits your subject and
creates the appropriate mood. Soft light can
be gentle, and hard light can be dramatic—
it’s all about the story you’re trying to tell.

TURNING HARD LIGHT
TO S O F T
If you feel the light you are working with is
too harsh, try diffusing or bouncing it. You
can diffuse by introducing some kind of
filter for the light to pass through before
hitting your subject. You can buy large,
flexible diffusers to hold between a light
source and your subject, or you can use
sheer fabric for the same result. To redirect
or bounce light, use a reflective surface, or
even something bright, like a white T-shirt,
to fill harsh shadows on your subject.

An unobstructed, late-morning light shines brightly on the Grand Canyon. From the direction of the shadows, you can tell

Here is the Grand Canyon on a cloudy day, just before a rainstorm rolls in. Clouds diffuse the sunlight, making it softer

that the light comes from a single source: the sun, which is high, coming from camera left, and creating harsh contrast.

and less direct, eliminating harsh shadows and giving the canyon a more ethereal glow.

P H OTO B A S I C S

LIGHT
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THE GOLDEN HOUR
Two times of day produce soft, warm, beautiful light fairly reliably—the first and last hour of sun in
the sky. Both are called the golden hour, and your thirst for great light will have you out making the
most of it.

In general, try to avoid shooting outside in
the middle of a sunny day. The sun is high,
the light is harsh, and photographs made
midday are most often flat and uninteresting. The best hours are when the sun is low
in the sky—usually just before sunrise to
midmorning, and late afternoon to just
after sunset. Bookending these optimal
photographic hours are two brief but special periods—what photographers call the
golden hour. This is a fleeting time when
shadows are long, and the world is bathed
in a warm glow.

THE MECHANICS OF THE
GOLDEN HOUR
When the sun is low, just barely above the
horizon, light must pass its greatest distance through the Earth’s atmosphere. As a
result, the light is less direct, yielding less
contrast. In the absence of harsh glare, colors look deep and rich. The blue end of the
spectrum is scattered more as light takes
this long and filtered path, giving everything a reddish-yellow cast. Some photographers call this “magic light,” and it can
make for beautiful photographs.
And be ready with your camera—the
word hour in the name is used figuratively.
When we’re lucky, the golden hour can

PRO TIP

At the golden hour, the sun is low and its light diffuse as warm colors wash over this cityscape. The distant mountains

linger, but often the most magical light lasts
only a few minutes. As Robert Frost said,
nothing gold can stay (unless, of course, you
make a beautiful photograph of it).

M AG I C L I G H T I S J U S T
O N E TO O L
I hate going to a restaurant with a great
view and bad food. It’s not enough to let the
view do all the work—I’m here to eat! Just
because the golden hour yields great light
doesn’t mean you can throw all the other
elements of good photography out the
window. Consider exposure—warm, soft
light probably needs a slower shutter speed
or a wider aperture. Pay attention to composition and focus. A subject bathed in the
fading sun’s glow may be more interesting
than the sunset itself. Think about the story
you’re trying to tell.
Making the most out of the golden
hour might take some advance planning.
You can search online for golden hour calculators to determine the exact times the
golden hour occurs in your location. Think
of some things you’d like to try, and head
out just before the magic happens. Put
together all you’ve learned so far to take
the most advantage of this fleeting, fantastic light.

SPARKLING CITIES

Dawn and dusk are some of the best times to photograph city lights. You might think they’d shine best late
at night, but the contrast between dark sky and bright lights can leave your cityscape photos looking flat.
Lights from skyscrapers and monuments glow against the pastel colors of a sunrise or sunset, letting you
capture more details with less contrast.

look purple in the waning light.
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T E L L I N G A S TO RY
One of the most important things you can learn as a photographer is how to tell a story in one
image. The details you include—and the ones you leave out—are the keys to good storytelling.

This little boy is experiencing his first ride down the slide. In his expression, we sense his excitement and surprise,
perhaps even his first taste of independence—a significant moment for both parent and child.

Quiet moments are often well worth recording and can be found anywhere, even in the local pumpkin patch. You don’t
have to travel far from home to capture meaningful images.

Photography is a storytelling medium. Each
individual frame tells a story—about yourself, your loved ones, a situation, or a
moment. We’ve said it throughout this
book: If it’s in your photograph, it’s either
working for you or against you. As you compose your photo, using all the techniques
we’ve practiced, always ask, “What story
does this tell?”
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light, color, subjects, and scene. Be open,
put it all together, and your camera will
become an instrument for these stories to
move through.
Getting extraordinary photographs out
of ordinary situations is about thinking
ahead, going deeper, and uncovering the
surprising things about a given moment.

Most of all, it helps if you enjoy the process,
even when it’s challenging. No matter
where you live, there are stories worth telling and pictures worth making, from people in your town to the wildlife in your
backyard. When you can get a great frame
out of an ordinary situation, you know
you’re onto something.

C LO S E TO H OM E
It’s important to remember that great pictures aren’t exclusive to exotic locations—
they can be in your city, neighborhood, or
home. As you learn to think like a photographer, you’ll see stories unfold before you.
Think about the tone of each story: Is it
energetic? Quiet? Tense? Hopeful? Look at
the visual cues. Assess your resources—

A S S I G N M E N T: P H OTO G R A P H A N O R D I N A RY P L AC E
Go to the most visually uninteresting place you can think of—a hotel room, your office, a field,
even your driveway—and make an interesting picture. Take a friend or a pet with you so you
have a subject, and see what arises. I like to think of an “ordinary” place as a stage on which
anything can happen, and anything can be interesting if we look at it the right way. It’s easy to
make great frames in exciting situations, but the mark of a real photographer is to make an
image that tells the story of even a mundane moment in a compelling way.

T H I N K I N G L I K E A P H OTO G R A P H E R
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P O RT R A I T B A S I C S
Even if the composition is simple, a portrait should still tell a story. Your connection with and the
comfort of your subject can be a powerful tool in telling that story in a meaningful way.

A portrait is much more than a picture of
someone. A successful one will say something about the subject’s life, personality, or
circumstance. Think of a portrait as a collaboration between you and your subject.
Clothing, props, facial expressions, and
even posture are all cues that will tell their
story to your viewers.

A P P ROAC H
Making a portrait is an intimate experience.
It requires understanding your subject in a
way that will allow you to see and capture
something about her that feels personal or
private. It requires trust between a subject
and photographer, so if you’re photographing someone you don’t know well, plan for
a little time together without a camera
before you begin. When you start photographing, don’t be afraid to get in close.
PRO TIP

GETTING COMFORTABLE

The easiest way to put your subjects at ease
is to look and listen. Before you start shooting, read the situation: Is it appropriate for
you to put your camera in the subject’s face,
or is it better to wait off to the side for a candid moment? If you’re photographing an
animal, observe its behavior for signs of stress
or aggression. Be still and respectful, letting
your subjects get used to your presence so
they look relaxed and natural in a
photograph.
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Sweetwater Nannauck is the executive director of Idle No
More, a group that advocates for indigenous sovereignty.
This portrait was taken at a protest against the Dakota
Access Pipeline. Her posture and expression clearly
communicate her position about the issue.

You can direct your subject a little, but focus
on her natural moments. Letting her personality guide your approach will result in
better portraits.

POSITIONING
Placing your subject in the center of the
frame can be captivating with an arresting
expression, but don’t forget the rule of
thirds. Test varying positions in the frame
to see what resonates. One especially

This portrait of a teenage girl in Ohio is a bit less traditional, but captivating nonetheless. The inclusion of just part of
another person evokes an intimate connection between the two subjects without them even touching.

important rule in portraiture is that your
subject’s eyes should always, always, always
be in focus.
Pay attention to the background. Consider
details that will contribute to your portrait’s
story, or eliminate distractions by experimenting with aperture and depth of field.
You might opt for a clean backdrop, which
is typical in professional headshots.

WATC H T H E L I G H T
Pay attention to how the light may reveal or
obscure details of your subject’s face. If the

light isn’t to your liking, do something to
improve it—move a lamp, use a flash, grab a
reflector. Good light means the difference
between a decent portrait and a great one.
Start with people you know. Get so familiar with your camera that you don’t waste
time fiddling with settings—nothing makes
a subject more uncomfortable than having
to wait. Remember that being in front of the
camera might feel like a vulnerable position
for some. Do what you can to make them
comfortable and create something that
tells their story honestly.

PEOPLE & ANIMALS
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WILD ANIMALS
Photographing wild animals can be a challenging but rewarding adventure. Whether you’re on safari
or in your own backyard, understanding the species you’re photographing will increase your odds of
getting a keeper.

Three key tools will help you get great wildlife pictures: knowledge, a zoom lens, and
patience. In addition, photographing wild
animals will test everything you’ve learned
in this book—you’ll also need research, planning, technique, anticipation, patience, and
more patience.

U N D E R S TA N D I N G W I L D L I F E
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A hummingbird feeds on a ginger flower in Costa Rica. A super-fast shutter speed freezes the action of the bird’s wings,

Spend time researching and observing an
animal you want to photograph. Look for
patterns and cues that will help you predict
its behavior, and try to blend into the environment. Have your camera settings sorted
out in advance—choose a wide aperture for
a stately portrait, or a fast shutter speed for
something on the move.
When you spot an animal, grab a shot
from far away before you move closer—
you’ll have something to share even if it
bolts before you can get proximity. Always
think about safety for the animal and yourself—avoid risks that might make a wild
animal feel threatened or angry, and be sure
you have an exit strategy.

ning up trees. You’ll have much more luck
by settling in and letting the action come
to you than by trying to chase it down, so
pick a spot, set up, and wait quietly. A zoom
lens is best here, so you can fill the frame
without moving closer to your subject.
When composing your photo, try to keep
the animal’s eyes in focus—it helps your
viewer connect with the subject.

B AC KYA R D SA FA R I

K N OW B E F O R E YO U G O

A great place to start wildlife photography
is in your own backyard, where you can
observe birds at a feeder or squirrels run-

If you decide to travel to photograph wildlife, do your research. Call local nature centers, zoos, or wildlife experts to learn about

P H OTO B A S I C S

and helps keep the eye in focus.

When photographing wildlife at sea, you’ll really never
know if or where they’re going to surface. Your best bet
is to have your camera preset and be at the ready for the
moment you hear movement. Shooting on a Burst mode
will give you multiple frames to choose from.

migratory patterns, restrictions, and best
practices for working around a particular
species or area. Know the seasonal patterns
and peak activity times for the animals you
want to photograph, and talk to other photographers who have had success in the area.
You should aim to show animals behaving
naturally—sleeping, eating, playing—not
stressed out or running from your camera.
PRO TIP

Keep in mind that federal and state laws prohibit harassing animals in the wild or forcing
them to abandon their nests or their young.
Wildlife photography is a marathon, not
a sprint. It can take years just to have an
opportunity to photograph a particular
species. And even with ample opportunity,
it will take much practice and patience to
make a great photograph in the wild.

BLENDING IN

Professional wildlife photographers often try to eliminate a human presence in order to capture more natural
behavior from their subjects. Here are some camouflaging techniques you can try at home:
n

n

 ake a backyard blind by hanging a piece of dark fabric over an open window. Cut a slit in the fabric
M
for your lens to fit through. Frame the scene you want, set your camera accordingly, then wait. Consider
setting up before sunrise when animals tend to move more freely.
 reate your own “camera trap” by setting up your camera near a feeder, or on a path where you know
C
squirrels or deer regularly travel. Watch from your window, and use a remote trigger to take pictures
when an animal comes near your camera.

PEOPLE & ANIMALS
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P H OTO G R A P H I N G
LANDSCAPES
You can make a compelling landscape photograph anywhere—from an exotic destination to
your own neighborhood. A few basic concepts will help you create the most impactful images
of your surroundings wherever you are.

A sunset adds dramatic colors and soft light to this photo of Saint Mary Lake in Glacier National Park. Even when your
subject is a majestic landscape bathed in nice light, good composition technique will make the photograph better.

from traffic can paint artful trails through a
frame. A good landscape photographer
often uses a tripod to stabilize the camera
in low light, to allow for motion blur in water
or stars, and to be able to use the highest
aperture for greatest depth of field.
By focusing on raindrops on a window instead of the city skyline, we get the story of weather on this night, without
losing the sense of what the city looks like.

Landscape surrounds you, no matter where
you stand. Pavement or water, mountains or
a city skyline, the landscape is quite simply
the face of the Earth in your view. A landscape photograph takes a broad view, looking out, up, or down to tell the story of a
place. As photographers, our mission is to
synthesize the landscape in an artful and
compelling way to show our audience a
view they’ve never seen—or, better yet,
didn’t expect.
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THE LIGHT
A landscape isn’t going anywhere, so you
can be choosy about light. The golden hour
is often the best time to shoot. It can take
time to get familiar with the quality and
movement of light, so visit more than once
if you can. The more you know a place, the
better your photographs will be.
Many landscape photographers work
with a tripod. When the light is low and
diffuse, water can be softly blurred, or lights

PERSPECTIVE
To some extent, perspective can change a
landscape. Shifting just a few degrees can
make a big difference. Say you’re photographing a mountain range at sunrise.
Standing, you may fill the frame with moun-

tains bathed in warm light. If you crouch
down low, you might shoot up at the mountains through a frame of colorful wildflowers. Your focus stays on the mountains, but
colorful petals add a surprising element.
Try backing away from a famous monument to show the crowds of people around
it. Maybe you want to shift a little to the left
to eliminate a delivery truck on Main Street.
Explore many different perspectives to
find what best suits the landscape. Your
choices will tell viewers what you want
them to know.

A S S I G N M E N T: A D D I N G TO T H E V I E W
Don’t limit your definition of landscape to empty scenes. Incorporating people and animals into the view
can add context, color, and scale. Photograph fellow hikers wearing bright colors on a canyon hike, or
capture your dog leaping over a creek. Try to add animate elements to a landscape to give viewers more
information about a place.

N AT U R E & L A N D S C A P E S
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A S E N S E O F P L AC E
Photographers are often attracted to places they’ve never been. Identify the elements that make a
place special and look for ways to incorporate them into your pictures.

We’re often drawn to places because they’re
unfamiliar, and we want to document what
makes them special. These elements—
whether culture, heritage, or environment—
communicate a sense of place. What is the
essence, mood, or vibe of the place you’re
photographing, and how can you make
viewers feel it, too?

D O YO U R H OM E WO R K
As with portraiture, the more you know
about your subject, the better your photographs will be. Research your destina-

tion before you even leave your house.
Understand local traditions, climate, significant history, even the color palette
of a place to form a vision for your pho
tographs. Most important, try to get a
sense for what is authentic, as opposed to
tourist trappings.
A local guide can be a great asset—someone who will know the language and customs, and can steer you away from the
veneer of a place and direct you to its heart.
A simple internet search for local guide and
the place you are traveling to may surprise

While the dramatic canyon landscape of Utah's Dead Horse Point State Park may have captivated his parents, this
toddler has had enough. Adding a human element to a landscape, even an unexpected one, can evoke emotions
beyond appreciation for nature.

you with reliable and knowledgeable
options. Be sure to vet any company you
might employ for this purpose.
It will also help to learn a few words in the
local language, like “Hello,” “Thank you,”
and “Please.” This shows that you’re operating in good faith, and will help you establish
a rapport with the people around you. In
turn, you’ll gain trust, which will translate
into more genuine and authentic photos.

T H E H UM A N E L E M E N T
One way to capture the essence of a place
is to document all the different ways in
which people interact with it. Perhaps you
find a river where kids love to play in the
water, or a market where vendors arrive in
the wee hours of the morning to set up their
wares. If you can capture people in their
natural element, it will help tell a more complete story of the place you’re visiting.

A S S I G N M E N T: N O P L AC E L I K E H OM E
Every place has its own essence, even your hometown. It may feel familiar or even boring to
you, but wander around with the eyes of a tourist. Try to answer these questions: What moments
can you capture that express what the town is all about? What makes it unique? What traditions
or events add to the story of your hometown? Make a list of relevant scenes in your town, and
practice travel photography without even getting on a plane.
A boy stands in front of colorful sculptures made from old cars at Carhenge in Alliance, Nebraska.
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C U LT U R E
Culture is key to the fabric of a place. Document people and their traditions with integrity and
respect, not as a gawking tourist with a camera. A smile cuts through all language barriers.

Travel pushes us beyond our comfort
zone and gives us the opportunity to
immerse in a different worldview. When
you’re planning to photograph cultures
other than your own, it’s essential to learn
about customs, beliefs, and traditions.
Culture influences everything from
when the streets are busy to dress and
body language.
Try to get a sense of how you’ll be
received, and how you can best approach
a subject with a camera. Photography
should be a means for documentation and
building relationships, not intruding on a
community.

PEOPLE
People are agents of culture and traditions,
whether in their appearance, their dress,
their gestures, or their activities. But photographing strangers can be tricky. It is considered rude in some cultures, and can be
uncomfortable at first. When you approach
people, always make an effort to be transparent and kind. Put in time getting to know
them before you bring out your camera and
you’ll build foundations that will pay off in
the long run.
Take care when photographing children.
If at all possible, find a related adult who will
give you permission. If you’ll be spending a
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lot of time in one place, you want to establish trust and a good reputation.

P L AC E S
Culture lives in physical spaces. Look to
where locals gather—urban parks, bustling
city squares, crowded marketplaces. See
how a space reflects its people. Look for
what is put on display, what decorations are
used, or how people interact with the space.
Holidays and special occasions are good
opportunities to learn more about a culture.
Research what is being celebrated or honored. If you can, join a family celebration,
rather than a tourist version. Make friends.
Building relationships will create opportunities for authentic photographs and gives
you a connection to a place long after you
return home.

P H O N E SM A RT S : K E E P I N TO U C H

When you photograph someone, or if you
get special assistance during a cultural
event or ceremony, take down contact
information for your subjects or your
guide. Be sure to send them some photo
graphs digitally or in print afterward.
Sharing the product of your work will
enhance the connection you’ve made.

A young man wears traditional Navajo dance regalia in Window Rock, Arizona. Always be respectful when you’re
photographing cultures outside your own, especially when you’re visiting for a significant cultural event.

T R AV E L
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AC T I O N & A DV E N T U R E
Whether you’re a participant or a spectator, action and adventure make for an exciting travel experience. Plan ahead, keep your wits about you, and you’ll leave with a great story and dynamic photos.

Unless you’re planning to sit by the hotel pool
for a week, your vacation is likely to include
some sort of adventure. Whether tubing
down a river or snowboarding, rock climbing,
or sailing, capturing the action will add liveliness to your travel photos so be ready for it.

YO U R A DV E N T U R E
Think about how you can safely photograph
your experience. If your whole trip is a backwoods adventure away from standard
amenities, be sure you can keep your equipment dry, and pack enough batteries to
get through a few days without an outlet.
Consider a small action camera rather
than your DSLR, and some sort of accessory
to strap it to your body. Photographing
from the center of the action will give your
viewers a great feel for what it was like to
experience it firsthand.

S P E C TATO R S P O RT S
If you’ll be along the sidelines, set yourself
up with what you need to be comfortable
while you wait, and have your camera set to
capture the event from your position. You’ll
likely need fresh batteries and a fast shutter
speed. A zoom lens is your best bet for
activities that might rapidly change in distance. Consider a tripod or a monopod if
you need to support a long lens over time.
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T H E A DV E N T U R E R S
No matter what the activity, focus on the
human story. Whether you’re snow
boarding with your friends or watching a
professional rodeo, think about the people
at the heart of the adventure. Try to capture the feel of the scene through the
details that highlight the emotions of the
participants and spectators. Focus on faces
and capture the struggle or elation they’re
experiencing.
And don’t forget the environmental
details, such as tables with cups of water
for exhausted marathoners, referee hats
covered in snow, empty stables waiting for racehorses to return. A varied
series of images will better tell the complete story of an adventure and its
participants.

PHONE SMARTS: UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL

One advantage of a smartphone is its size.
Since it’s smaller than a DSLR, you can get
a phone camera right in the middle of the
action by attaching it to the handlebars of
a bike or holding it in the center of a group
of fishermen. Just make sure it’s secured
and protected against any elements it
might encounter.

This photograph of a surfer makes good use of a telephoto lens and a fast shutter speed. The long lens makes us feel
close to the action, and the shutter speed freezes the water as his board cuts across the wave.

T R AV E L
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BECOME A LIFELONG EXPLORER AND
ENJOY TRAVEL BENEFITS.
The Lifelong Explorer program is designed to recognize our travelers who keep coming back to explore
with us. Once you've traveled on three National Geographic Expeditions or traveled on one National
Geographic Private Jet trip, you'll qualify for enrollment in our Lifelong Explorer Program and receive a
number of benefits, including discounts on all future trips, advance notice of new trips, and special
offers on upcoming trips, plus many more benefits.

We look forward to welcoming you into the Lifelong Explorer family!
For more information, please visit NatGeoExpeditions.com.

National Geographic Photo Basics
The Ultimate Beginner's Guide To Great Photography
Acclaimed photographer and founder of the Photo Ark, Joel Sartore draws from his deep
archive of tricks picked up over decades of “traveling the world in search of great pictures,” as he
describes his life work. His ingenious rules and tips apply to smartphones as much as DSLR cameras—
and make a compelling case for fitting the guide into any savvy traveler’s carry-on. Buy a copy of
the full book at shopng.com and learn to take photos worthy of your travels.

