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Landscape Photography – Tips and Best Practices

Recommended Equipment:
 DSLR or Mirrorless Camera system with wide to normal zoom lens will get you started. The 18-55 or 

18-135 kit lens is fine for beginners. Advance and modify your camera/lens package as you learn what 
your needs are.

 Tripod, a good and sturdy one. Don’t skimp! It’s like good insurance on the camera/lens system you 
invested in. By carbon-fiber if weight is an issue for you, otherwise the aluminum ones are very good. 
No plastic ones! The sharpest images are taken from a tripod.

 Cable release or intervalometer. This will allow you to minimize vibrations to the camera when taking 
photos. Today there are inexpensive wireless versions. Intervalometer allows you to do time-lapse 
sequences if you’d like to do those, along with long exposure and other features.

 Filters. Polarizer and graduated ND filters are the best for landscapes. Also, Variable ND filters, or 10-
stop ND filters, can allow you to have any motion in your frame to create a blur. This can be attractive 
for clouds and water that are moving and you want to extend the shutter for much longer periods of 
time.

 Smartphone apps – PhotoPills, TPE (The Photographer’s Ephemeris) are quite good as they have built 
in sunrise/sunset tables based on location and date. Weather apps are also nice, along with moon 
phase apps for night work. There are free apps, but the better ones charge a nominal fee.

What to Look for at Locations:
 Your primary task when scouting is finding interesting foregrounds with superb backgrounds.
 It takes time to get to know a place. You are better off spending 3-days in 1 place, than 1-day in 3 

places.
 To be a good landscape photographer, you need the heart of a hopeless romantic, and the brain of 

scientist and engineer. It requires both an emotional connection to the scene and an understanding of 
the science and craft of creating the image.

 When scouting for flower fields, remember density trumps breadth. Meaning a lot of flowers in a small 
area, close together, is better than a lot of flowers spread out over a wide area.

 Intimate Landscapes - close ups of flowers, beautiful little waterfalls and cascades, interesting 
weathered trees can all make for beautiful intimate landscapes.

Lighting Tips:
 The most spectacular light often occurs when the sun is rising or setting and offers only a short 

glimpse, a brief gap in the clouds and only seconds to compose and photograph. This is why knowing a 
location ahead of time will save you valuable time, as you’ll know how to get there, where to set up, so 
you just have to wait for the light to be just right.

 Front lighting is flat. Only works if the color of the light is unusual. So rarely put the sun at your back.
 Side lighting reveals contours of the landscape. Helps give form and depth. Effective when the sun is 

low to the horizon.
 Backlighting can add drama. It is, however, the most difficult to handle from an exposure standpoint. 

HDR photography is often needed to do this effectively.

Weather Tips:
 There is an expression in the mountains: “If you don’t like the weather, wait 20 minutes.” Meaning, 

weather is unpredictable in the mountains. Weather forecasts themselves are highly in-accurate more 



than about 18 hours in advance. What this means to you is, be prepared! Keep wind/rain jackets in 
your car, along with umbrella, hat, sunscreen, water, first aid kit, energy bars, etc.

 When your local weather-person is forecasting a “front moving into our area” means get out there 
with your camera! Sunny, blue-sky days are usually the most boring light for a landscape photographer.

Do Your Research:
 Being a good landscape photographer means being a good naturalist. Understand the 4 seasons we 

have. Understand when and where the plants will bloom.
 One way to make your images standout is to find different viewpoints of old subjects, find new 

subjects that have not gotten attention or seek out unique light that can reveal something 
extraordinary in any subject.

The Perfect Exposure:
 Your built-in light meter averages all scenes out at middle gray, or 18% reflectiveness (that is, subjects 

only reflect 18% of the light striking them, absorbing the other 82%). But snow can reflect up to 90% of 
the light, and dark subjects can reflect less than 18%, so it’s not always accurate.

 But in today’s digital world, learning to read the camera’s histogram might be the best solution. It’s 
NOT the image on the back of the camera. That image is the camera creating a compressed jpeg 
preview to show you. It’s good for zooming in and checking focus and the composition, but not 
exposure.

 “Devil’s Horns” histograms are a warning that you are probably exceeding the camera sensor’s limit 
and you need to either use a split neutral density filter or do an HDR bracket.

 HDR involves bracketing your shots (usually a -1, 0, +1 or -2, -1, 0,+1, +2) and using software to blend 
them together to increase the dynamic range of the image. We change the shutter speed, not the 
aperture or ISO. If you change the aperture, you change the image size on the sensor and things won’t 
align perfectly. If you change the ISO, you can have variable noise in areas of the photo.

 Fitting all the “light” between the 2 ends of the histogram will ensure you have a great file to work with 
in your editing program.

What matters most?
 More than equipment, location, more than framing and composition, more than subject matter itself. 

The quality of the light is what truly matters most. The best landscape photos have all these things at a 
high level of artistry, but if the light is not there, the image will fall short.

Camera Settings for Landscapes:
 First, nothing is “set in stone,” so do what works for you.
 Aperture – you don’t need “fast” lenses with f/2.8 to make stunning landscape images, your “kit” lens 

can do just fine. Most of my landscapes are shot between f/5.6 and f/16 depending on lens and 
distance to foreground focus point.

 Shutter Speed – I always try and use a tripod, so this isn’t a great concern unless it’s really windy and 
may cause camera vibrations on slow shutter speeds (below 1/100).



 ISO – the lowest I can get away with. Normally ISO 100, but as sensors get better in lower light 
conditions, this is starting to go up to as high as ISO 800.

 Exposure Mode – if advanced, I’d expect you to be in Manual Mode most often. If a beginner, I’d 
suggest AV (aperture priority) and select a value between f/8 and f/22. If hand-holding, make sure your 
shutter speed is at least 1/100 or faster to reduce camera shake. Increase ISO as needed to achieve 
this.

 White Balance – if using RAW file type (my preference), then AWB (auto white balance) is fine because 
you will adjust this on the computer. If only or also using JPEG file format, then I like either Cloudy or 
Shade for the added warmth.

 Color or Picture Style – again, if using RAW, this can be adjusted when editing. I personally choose 
NEUTRAL to get an additional stop of exposure latitude. This will look “flat” when you first bring it into 
the computer. If also/only using JPEG, then NORMAL or the camera default is fine. If you want extra 
saturation and contrast, choose LANDSCAPE from this menu option.

Panoramic Photos:
 The simplest way is to do a row of horizontal images. Be sure to level the tripod base, as you need it 

level for all photos or you get a roller-coaster track. Next, level the camera forward, backward and left 
to right. Many cameras have in-camera levels to help you do this.

 Orient the camera vertically. While this requires more photos to do the pano, it gives you a better 
aspect ratio. If you have something close to the camera in your pano, you’ll want to do a nodal point 
test and will need some special equipment to mount your camera to.

 Use manual exposure, white balance, and focus. You need to have these things match for all exposures 
or it won’t stitch together seamlessly. Overlap your photos about 30%. This will ensure whatever 
software you use there will be enough pixels to line up.

Some Parting Words:
An interesting quote from photographer Glenn Randall on a trip to Arches Nat’l. Monument, “I spent the next 
3 days driving around to scenic overlooks and making photographs of various arches, quite convinced I was 
adding publishable images to my growing collection. I shot at 10am, Noon, 2pm - it didn’t seem to matter, 
since I was framing up such extraordinary stone formations in my viewfinder…. Later, when my understanding 
of landscape photography had deepened considerably, I went back through my collection of Arches 
photographs and threw every single one away.”  He understood it was more than location, more than framing 
and composition, more than subject matter. The quality of the light is what truly matters most.


