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About This Excerpt 
!

Like all my e-books, this one was written with the benefit of  
years of  experience, both in shooting and in teaching. But 
telling you that is one thing; showing you is another! 

Hence this excerpt. This contains a large part of  the 
“Composition” chapter; I chose this because it is useful all 
by itself, and at the risk of  being taken out of  context, it 
also gives you a good idea as to my writing and teaching 
style.  

The full Table of  Contents is included below; on its second 
page you can see the section I included in this document. 

Enjoy this free chapter, and if  you enjoy it, go buy the full 
book, and the other three, at 

	 	 www.michaelwillems.ca/e-Books.html  

Enjoy! 

!
Michael 

Michael Willems BSc(Eng), LPPO 
Oakville, Ontario, February 2013 
www.michaelwillems.ca and www.speedlighter.ca	 

!
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Hong Kong Harbour with Star Ferry 

!
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Foreword:  

In the past 30-odd years, I have worked, lived, stayed and travelled in almost 40 coun-
tries on five continents. If  I have learned anything in those years, it is that underneath the 
undeniable differences, people are really all the same. Humans have a great capacity for 
kindness, and I have always found that however wonderful the things you see when travel-
ling, the people are even more interesting.  I hope that your travels take you to some amazing 
places, but above all, I hope you meet amazing people, and I hope that these people will 
change the way you look at the world. Bon voyage! 

Michael Willems 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The Hoover Dam, Arizona, 2013  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Chapter Six 

Composing Better Images 
The Secrets To Success 

The Western Wall, Jerusalem. 

!
SOME ESSENTIAL PREPARATION 
!

Once you have the technical stuff  under control, the next question that oc-
curs is “ok—now what to shoot, and how”.  This, like so much, starts with 
preparation; before your trip, even. Let’s start with what to shoot. How do 
you decide what images will look good at your destination?  



One thing you should do is to direct your web browser to travel sites 
such as tripadvisor.com before your trip to ask knowledgeable and helpful 
people on the forums about your destination. What should I know? What 
should I photograph—and what not? Are there things I may not know about 
yet? How safe is the area? Are there any events on? Useful answers—and 
there will be people eager to provide them—can get you started before you 
even arrive. 

So can flickr.com and Google Images. It is a good idea to google, and 
look on Flickr, for photos of  the site you are going. You will get some ideas, 
perhaps see good and less good angles; you will fins things to shoot that you 
did not even know existed; you can even, often enough, check EXIF data, so 
you see the technique used by the photographer. I am not advocating tat you 
copy others, but knowing what the place looks like is a great way to prepare 

As is Google Street View. Get there before you get there, to scope out 
interesting things to shoot, and places to shoot them from. There is nothing 
like being prepared. 

Do not forget to install an app like Daylight on your smartphone, so you 
can see the exact times of  sunrise and sunset, dawn and dusk. Civil, Nautical 
and astronomical times (look them up). “Early day” and “late day” are often 
great times to shoot, but if  you miss them, you miss them. 

When you arrive at your location, ask locals (such as the hotel concierge, 
or reception) whether there are any events on. Events, such as festivals, are 
great: people are happy, dress up, and want to be photographed, rather than 
resisting being photographed. 

Finally,  if  you are staying in a hotel, have a look at the postcards the gift 
shop sells. Those postcards will have been selected to show some of  the best 
local sites, from the best angles. While, again, you may not want to emulate, 
you will benefit from at least knowing. (I often buy a postcard of  the sites I 
want to see—if  only to be able to direct a taxi driver there). 

!



COMPOSITION “RULES” 
!

Now some rules. And when I say “rules”, I mean “suggestions”, but very 
important suggestions. There are some compositional guidelines that are 
quick ways to make your images better. These for the most part, have been 
the same throughout modern times: for good compositions, go see an art mu-
seum. Let’s look at some of  those rules, especially the ones that are relevant in 
travel photography. 

!
The Rule Of  Thirds !

This is by far the most important rule in composition—in part, because it 
is often sinned against by beginners. Beginners like “Uncle Fred With The 
Camera” almost always put the important subject in the centre of  the photo. 
Right in the middle. And while this can work well (e.g. in a frame-filling photo 
of  a flower), it usually does not work at all. Consider these two images: 

Left: An “Uncle Fred” composition. Right: a more balanced composition.  



The Rule of  Thirds says that for a good composition, you divide your im-
age roughly into three rows and three columns, and you put important lines 
(like the horizon) on one of  the dividing lines, while you put important sub-
jects on on of  the intersection points of  the dividing lines. Like this:   

The Rule Of  Thirds  

!
Now I said “roughly”, because this is no law. This is really a way of  saying 

“off-centre composition usually works better”. If  you have a reason to not use 
the Rule of  Thirds, then don’t use it—but in the absence of  such a reason, 
use the rule and your photos will be better.  

!



Windmill, Haastrecht, The Netherlands 

!
Can you see how I have put the windmill in a “Rule Of  Thirds” position? 

Putting it into the centre would have worked less well, here. 

You do not always need to use the Rule of  Thirds, and you do not always 
need to use in in both the horizontal and the vertical dimension. Often, you 
use it in one dimension only (e.g. one third from the top, but centred left-
right), or as in the picture above, where the image is centred up-down, but the 
rule of  thirds is used up-down) 

Motion, or implied motion, is usually into the picture, not out of  it.  That is 
not a rule: the image above works well even though the windmill points out of  
the picture, to face the wind. But generally, have motion into the centre, as in 
the Star Ferry picture below. 

!



Star Ferry, Hong Kong 

Gamla Stan, Old Stockholm  



Depth And Perspective !
The next essential thing to remember is that images have only two dimen-

sions. We see in three dimensions, plus we move about, so we easily perceive 
depth. A photo loses both those abilities, so it looks flat. That is the reason 
that so many grand scenes that make you go “WOW” when you are there (the 
Grand Canyon, Cologne Cathedral) are decidedly unimpressive when you see 
the picture later, at home. You know that feeling, yes? Me too. Every traveller 
does. “Flat” pictures are the bane of  the travel photographer’s existence.  

To solve this, I suppose we could abandon photography and shoot 3-D 
video. But that would be boring, and what’s more, it is not necessary. You can 
get depth into your pictures by helping your brain along a little. 

And we do this by using diagonal lines and especially relative size: 

Having A Drink, Jamaica 



We know immediately that the glass in the foreground is not larger than a 
person—so it is closer. This gives us the sense of  depth. 

How do we achieve this in our pictures? 

1. Use a wider-angle lens. 

2. Find a foreground object. 

3. Get close to that object. 

This simple method allows you to always get depth into your pictures 
where you want it. The wider the angle, and the closer you get to the close 
object, the more you get this effect. 

Tank Barrel, Israel. 16mm lens (full frame), camera close to the barrel. Wide aperture.  



In the picture above, the barrel seems to jump out of  the page at us. This 
is because I used a very wide angle lens (16mm, meaning 10mm if  you have a 
crop camera); and I got close to the business end of  the barrel. You may recall 
that a wide angle lens is usually sharp all over, so I had to get extra close, and 
use a low f-number, to get a blurred background.  

Here, the aircraft itself  is the close object: again, a very wide angle lens 
and I was close to the landing aircraft (boy, was I close). 

St Maarten Airport Landing 

!
Let me illustrate the difference by showing a photo where in the original I 

had a close by object, while in version 2 I have cropped out that object to 
show you how flat the photo looks without it: 

!



	 	 London Eye, London, UK 



Do you see how the inclusion of  that traffic light makes the scene look 
real? Including a foreground object goes your eyes a frame of  reference, so 
that you can see the depth. Although it is really not the lens that does the 
magic—it is your proximity to the foreground object—it is the wide lens that 
makes it possible.  

OK then, one more example: and you see again how “real” the image 
looks, due too the inclusion of  the bottle. Which by the way tells the story: 
more about that later.  

Jerusalem Coke Bottle. 16mm on full frame camera. 

!
!



Tilting !
When I am asked “when do you tilt your photos” I answer “when I feel 

like it”. I tilt for effect (tilted pictures look more dynamic); to achieve the Rule 
of  Thirds in a composition; to avoid distractions; or sometimes simply to get 
more in: the diagonal is longer than either side of  a photo. 

!
Remember one thing though: horizons and verticals need to be either de-

liberately tilted, or exactly horizontal/vertical. A slightly off  horizon is a ter-
rible amateur mistake (but one that can be fixed in post-production).  



Filling The Frame !
Another recommendation is that you consider filling the frame. This is not a 

“must do”, but it is often a great way to simply the image while drawing very 
clear attention to your subject.  

Since we are in Jerusalem, let’s stay there a while: 

Dome of  the rock, Jerusalem 

!
Unlike the previous photo of  the Dome, here, I filled the frame. The story 

here is not the object in relation to its surroundings, but the object itself, “up 
close and personal". You can fill the frame for several reasons: “getting up 
close and personal”; achieving the rule of  thirds; showing the object itself  and 
not its surroundings; helping to tell the story by emphasizing what you want 



to emphasize; and even “getting rid of  distractions”, as in this photo I took of  
a statue of  a young Julius Caesar on his horse: 

Julius Caesar At The British Museum 

!
As that image shows, you do not always need the entire object in the  im-

age—often, in fact, it is better of  you do not.  

For “filling the frame” you tend to use longer lenses. The telephoto lens is 
great for this, of  course. If  you are using a wider lens, it may be difficult to fill 
the entire frame without getting so close that the picture looks distorted—but 
it can be done, as the picture above shows. 

And that brings us to the next essential thing to keep in mind. A composi-
tional guideline that most beginners forget, and it is so simple. Literally. 

!



Simplifying  !
When people ask me “what is the difference between my snapshots and a 

professional picture?”, I most commonly say “the pro simplified her picture”. 
Simplifying your images is probably the most important thing to not forget. 

“Simplifying” does not necessarily mean “removing everything but your 
subject from the photo”, although that is one way. More accurately, it means 
“ensuring that everything that is in your photo is in your photo because it 
should be in your photo”. If  it shouldn’t be there, it shouldn’t be there! 

Sedona, AZ: Tilting Away The “Stuff ”  

!
Take the picture above. I tiled this image because next to the girls, there 

was a garbage can. That garbage can did not belong in the picture - it was 
not a picture of  “two garbage collectors in Sedona, AZ” - so I wanted it gone.  



How can you simplify a picture? There are many ways, and you can come 
up with them yourself. They include: 

!
• Move: you do not have to take the image from right where you are. Often, 

moving to a different location makes all the difference. 

• Wait: Often, distractions disappear. The photo of  the guard at The 
Alamo earlier in the book had three tourists right behind his neck: I waited 
until they were thus invisible, and then pressed the shutter. 

• Viewpoint: shoot from a different angle: a circle has 360 degrees, not just 
one… 

• Zoom: filling the frame is also a good way to get rid of  distractions. 

• Blur: blurring the background by using a low “f-number” is also a great 
way. 

• Tilt: see the example above! 

• Selective light: only light the objects you want to see; keep the rest in the 
dark.  

• Move the subject or the offending objects. If  you are not a photo-
journalist (for whom this is taboo!) then you can ask the subject to move, or 
move the distracting objects.  

!
That is a partial list: you can come up with more ways yourself. The key is 

just to remember to do it. 

!

"Perfection is Achieved Not When There Is Nothing More to Add, But 
When There Is Nothing Left to Take Away” !
(Antoine de Saint-Exupery, 1900-1944)



LANDSCAPES 

A Typical North American Agricultural Landscape 

!
A separate word or two about landscapes may also be in order.  We love 

landscapes, since they show us another world. So how do we make impressive 
landscape photos? 

!
Basics !

First, make sure the shoot is technically good. That means:  

• Ensure that your image is sharp and free of  motion blur. Strongly con-
sider using low ISO and a good, light tripod (a carbon fibre tripod is 
good). For shutter speeds between 1/30th and 1/2second, consider us-
ing a wire release or the timer, and even mirror lockup.  

• It has extended depth of  field so it is in focus from near to far (a wide 
lans and smaller aperture will help).  

• When shooting landscapes bring a polarizing filter and a neutral density 
(“ND”) filter: you may need them. 



• Expose carefully for the important parts of  your photo. Landscapes are 
a good example of  a shot where you extensively use the RGB histogram. 
Also, it’s the one time I may well bracket (again, using the tripod).  

• Choose the right White Balance setting. When you shoot RAW (as you 
should be doing for best quality and resistance to errors) this is not nec-
essary, strictly speaking; but nevertheless it is good practice. 

!
Composition !

Then, be sure to follow the rules in the previous section. In particular the 
use of  the Rule of  Thirds, and the importance of  simplifying. And think of  
leading lines, s-curves, and the introduction of  depth. Do keep horizons hori-
zontal. And consider shooting from a low position when using a wide lens. 

A Typical , Windswept Dutch landscape  

!



In landscapes, think of  lines. Diagonals lead the eye to where they go. S-
curves lead you gently. Vertical lines show strength and power. And horizontal 
lines—like the horizon—show quiescence and vastness. Importantly: take 
your time on a landscape. take minutes. Look around. Absorb the scene. 

!
Layers of  Interest !

In landscapes, you may generally speaking want to try and include specific 
Foreground—Middle Ground—Background interest areas. Or as many of  them as 
you can. I.e. an object, thing, or other interest area in the foreground; one in 
the middle, and one in the background. Use your position and lens type to 
achieve that, as well as the decision whether to shoot in landscape or portrait 
mode. 

Of  course you balance that with the already identified need to simplify. 
And do make sure the elements in foreground, middle ground, and back-
ground are clearly separated from each other. Blending them together is no 
good.  

TIP: when taking a shot, consciously ask yourself: “what is the foreground 
object? what is the middle ground object?  What is the background object?”  

!
Light !

Light is very important in landscape photos, in several ways.  

First, if  there is direct light, you can use that light to emphasize the shape of  
the landscape. For this, ideally you light at an angle: that way, you show the 
landscape’s forms with light.  

And second, you fit the photo to the light. If  the light is subdued and soft, like 
on an overcast day, you can easily shoot forests and flowers, and get rich, satu-
rated colours. In direct sunlight, a forest and a sunlit flower are too contrasty. 
On the other hand, if  there is direct sun, especially behind your foreground, 



then you should consider not including the sky in your photos. That way, you 
can expose for the landscape.  

 

Sedona, Arizona Valley 

!
Motion !

Usually, there is none in landscape photos, but you may well want to con-
sider motion in the case of  waterfalls and rivers. You can freeze motion or 
show it as a blur. For the latter, you need exposure times of  1/2 second up to 
many seconds—and for that you need a Neutral Density filter. At a pinch, a 
polarizing filter can also help.  

!



Afterword	


And now?	


Now that you have read the book, pause, and read it again. Then, read it 
again. All the while of  course, practicing the techniques, checking older work 
against them, and honing your skills.	


So now you will need to go practice. Then, practice a little. Then, practice. 
Read my daily www.speedlighter.ca column as well. Google things. Join a 
camera club. Take additional courses.	


Did I mention practice? But keep doing it—it is so worth it. Years ago, fa- 
mous Parisian photographer Robert Doisneau wrote: 
!

"A memory from my youth comes back to me. You go into the woods on 
a bike, with a girl. There is the smell of  heather, you can hear the wind 
in the fir trees, you don’t dare tell her about your love, but you feel hap-
py, as if  you were floating above the ground. Then you look at the 
clouds beyond the trees and they are fleeting. And you know that within 
an hour you’ll have to go home, that tomorrow will be a work- ing day. 
You wish you could stop that moment for ever, but you can’t, it is bound 
to end. So you take a photo, as if  to challenge time. Maybe the girl will 
move to another town and you will never see her again, or you will see 
her changed, tired, humiliated by her everyday life, work- ing as a 
salesgirl in some shop, with a boss always shouting at her. To me, this 
desire to preserve the moment seems justified, in spite of  that German 
priest mentioned by Gisèle Freund, who pretends that the photographic 
image is a sacrilege."	


!
Nothing I could say would express it better than that.	


!



And some practical advice:  
 	


Send feedback: all buyers of  the First Edition will be entitled to the fu-
ture Second Edition, which will incorporate some extensions you have asked 
for, plus any needed corrections. Please Email michael@cameratraining.ca 
with subject line “Book Feedback”. 	

!
If  you liked this book, now also consider my other books: you 

are ready for them! See www.michaelwillems.ca/e-Books.html	

!
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