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Byway ~ Sugar Hill, New Hampshire



Preface
Over the years I have met many people who would tell me that they could never take a good photo.  They

envied my ability, as if it were a direct gift from above granted to a chosen few.  But my experience has

taught me that good photography comes from good practice, not dumb luck or Devine anointing.

Today's cameras, even those found in phones, are capable of taking beautiful photos that you will want to

frame and hang for all to see.  The secret is simple.  Just think a little before pushing the shutter button.

Anyone can take great photos.

This book shows you that with just a basic understanding of composition, and a little understanding of the

capabilities of today's cameras, you can consistently capture beautiful photographs.  Landscapes while on

vacation, family portraits, pets at play, even city lights at night are all easy if you use the few tips that

professionals have relied on for years.

Developed as a companion for one of my classes, this book stands on it’s own for conveying what I feel are

the foundations to taking great photographs.  The text summarizes the “Eight Secrets” accompanied by

example photos.  If you’ve attended one of my classes, this book and some of the photos may be very

familiar.  If this is your first time reading these pages, I hope you find them helpful, and encourage you to visit

my Web site CarlSpencePhotography.com to learn more.

Thank you,



 Secret 1 ~ Rule of Thirds
Imagine the scene divided into thirds both horizontally and vertically.  Place the most
important object near one of the four points where the lines cross.  As a general rule,
scenes are more pleasing if the main subject is not centered.  By framing to add more
of the environment, you gain a better feeling of the surroundings.  The rule of thirds
also helps with horizons.  It is often better to place the horizon along the top third
line if the foreground is important.  If the sky is what you wish to emphasize, put the
horizon along the bottom third line.  Reflections are the exception.  They are often
best centered.  The Rule of Thirds is so important that many cameras include an
optional Rule of Thirds grid on the LCD screen to aid in composition.

Grand Teton National Park — Wyoming

Do you know
where th

are in
these two
photos?

Backlit top of the
mountain is
placed where

two lines cross.

Red row boat is
placed where two

lines cross.

Horizon is on the
top third line.



Cohasset, Massachusetts



Secret 2 ~ Foreground Objects
Our world has three dimensions but photographs have only width and height.  It
helps to add foreground features to emphasize the depth of a scene.  Use tree limbs
to frame an upper corner.  Stoop down to add wildflowers in the foreground.  Walk
around to find better angles that add foreground elements.  Look for vivid colors to
brighten things up.  Use foreground objects to balance the main features.  If you
apply the Rule of Thirds and place your subject in the upper right, try to add a
foreground element in the lower left.

Poppies — Solvang, California



Peggy’s Cove — Nova Scotia



Secret 3 ~ Avoid Bright Skies
The camera can’t record the wide range of bright and dark objects that our eyes see. You must choose
based on the scene.  If you want to feature the colorful marketplace, avoid the bright sky so that the
stores, carts and people won’t be hidden in dark shadows.

College Fjord — Alaska



Secret 4 ~ Unrehearsed Shots
Yes, it is good to have the posed group picture to show that you were all there, but look for the
emotions that document the human aspects of the occasion.  Candid shots of family and friends  are
those pictures of the memories you’ll treasure forever.

Big Boys Now



Leading Lines
can be found
everywhere.

They are curved
or straight,
natural or

man-made.

Secret 5 ~ Leading Lines
Roads, walkways, or tree lines can help lead the viewer into the scene.  Leading lines
can start at the bottom or sides of a frame.  Like strong foregrounds, leading lines
add a sense of depth.  A great tip when traveling is to use friends or family as a leading
line.  Here’s how to change a bland “line up and say cheese” shot into a dynamic photo
that tells a story.  Place the important local feature to the side of the frame.  Then
ask your family to stand toward the opposite foreground, some closer and some a bit
further back creating a leading line.  Ask them to interact with each other and not
look at the camera.  Now you have an interesting composition that both looks candid
and doesn’t block the place you are visiting.

Jenny Lake — Grand Teton National Park — Wyoming

The mountains
on the left create
different types of

Leading Lines.
First are the lines

that follow the
top of the

mountains down
to the waterline,

and their
reflections which

rise up to the
waterline.

When they meet
they create a
large arrow

which is a type of
Leading Line.

The train
merging from the

mountains is
itself  one very
large Leading

Line made up of
many smaller
ones not even

show here.
Can you find
more Leading
Lines on your

own?



Train in the Bow River Valley — Alberta



Antelope Canyon — Navaho Nation — Arizona



Ketchikan — Alaska



Secret 6 ~ Anticipated Motion
You can add a sense of motion just by the way you place the subject in the
frame. Leave more room in front of a moving object.  This gives it a place where
it can travel.  Your eyes understand this relationship and assume that the subject
is in motion.  Imagine if the photograph above had the cruise ship centered.
You could easily feel that it was at anchor instead of moving toward the left.
This applies to any moving object, large or small, fast or slow.  This technique
is best used for a single moving subject, or a group if they are all moving in the
same direction, such as a flock of birds or a sailboat race.  But if the scene has
a combination of moving and stationary subjects, frame for the scene as a whole and
not for a single moving part of it.

Prince William Sound — Alaska



Great Egret ~ Merrit Island National Reserve — Florida



Can you find
Repeating Patterns

in these two
photos?

Secret 7 ~ Repeating Patterns
Our eyes like patterns, and they are everywhere in both nature and the
man-made world.  A close-up of a daisy’s petals, the spiral of a stairwell, a line
of arches or pews in a cathedral, a distant line of mountains reflected in a quiet
lake, are all examples of pleasing patterns that can add symmetry to our
photographs.  The great thing about patterns is that they can make a great
photograph from an otherwise ordinary scene.  A telephone line is a dull subject.
But if a dozen birds are lined up on it silhouetted against a sunset sky, we have
a dynamic composition.  Patterns are best if kept simple.  The pleasing effect
is in the repetition of shapes.  Adding more elements to the scene may only
tend to detract.  Keep an eye out for repeating patterns, up close and far away,
to add balance to your photos.

Trees and Shadows — Nebraska

This mountain
reflection is a perfect
example of repeating

patterns.
Reflections are one of

the exceptions for
placing the horizon

in the middle of your
photograph.

The overall bluish
cast to the scene
emphasizes the
subtle patterns.

You probably
easily noticed the

repeating patterns
in the trees.

However it’s the
second repeating

pattern that really
makes this

otherwise ordinary
scene something

pleasing to look at.

 This second
pattern is really
what makes this
photo pleasing

to view.
These shadows are

cast by a line of
trees out of frame

on the left .

Do you remember
what you learned in

Secret 3 Leading
Lines?

This mountain
reflection has both
strong Repeating

Patterns
Leading Lines.

You’ll find many of
your best photos

reveal more than one
“secret”.



Glacier National Park — Montana



Secret 8 ~ Watch Your Horizons
Avoid straight horizontal lines that cut the picture in half. Move the horizon to the top
or bottom third of the frame. Reflections are an exception to this rule as seen on the
previous page in the photograph from Glacier National Park in Montana.

Can you identify
what makes the

photo on the
right a better
photograph?

By centering the
horizon almost
half the scene is
lost in the fog.

Your photo is cut
in two and not

very interesting.

By lowering the
camera you

raise the
horizon to

apply the Rule
of Thirds,

and add
balance with a

foreground.



Golden Gate Bridge — California



Bonus Tips
Know Your Camera
Most modern cameras are full of advanced features that can help you to take great photographs.  Digital photography combined
with microprocessors built into the smallest handheld cameras put the skill of the professional into even a child's hands  The
manual that came with your camera can be daunting to understand.  So here are the most important features to learn:

Exposure Compensation
One of the best aspects of digital photography is the ability to know if your photo is exposed correctly while you are at the
scene.  Use your camera's exposure compensation adjustment to darken or lighten the exposure and take another shot.  It's
simple and insures that you will be pleased later.  Exposure compensation is often on a dedicated button with a black and white
diagonal design.  If not, it can be located on the menu.  Look for the phrases, Exposure Compensation or "EV" for Exposure
Value.  Sliding the scale toward the plus sign will brighten your photo, toward the minus sign will darken it.

This is an example
of an Exposure
Compensation

symbol you may
find on a button,

mode dial, or
on-screen menu.

Here are two examples of
Exposure Compensation

adjustments.
The first is a scale with plus

and minus numbers.  The
green dash, now under the

Zero, moves with your
adjustments showing you

your current setting.
The second indicates your

current adjustment for
compensation.

Exposure Compensation

— or —

–+

0



Histograms
If your camera displays a histogram, make sure that the graph doesn't climb up ether the left or right edges of the histogram's
frame.  Climbing on the left shows an underexposed photo, on the right, it’s overexposed.  If you need to choose, keep the
graph away from the right.  Photos with deep shadows are more pleasing than those with washed out highlights.

Histogram

Dark Light

This large histogram on the left represents a
photograph with an average tonal range.

Dark Light

Too Light an Exposure

Dark Light

Too Dark an Exposure

The two histograms below represent exposures
at extreme opposite ends of the scale.

It is better to have
Too Dark an Exposure

than to have
Too Light an Exposure.



Scene Settings
Professional photographers take years to develop the techniques to capture difficult subjects.  Night scenes with people need
a special balance of flash and natural light.  Snow scenes require overexposure.  Landscapes need a deep depth of field. The
good news is that modern cameras have all that knowledge built into their microprocessor.  Look for the "Scene" (SCN) setting
on your camera's menu.  Some cameras have the most common Scenes as icons on a mode dial.  Take the time to learn how
to set the Scenes option on your camera.  Then when you are out taking photos, set your camera to the type of image that you
are taking and let the camera do the hard lifting.  Your photos will improve because the camera will make the correct adjustments
to best capture that particular environment.

Portrait Mode: Portrait mode narrows the depth of field to blur the background to bring attention to the face. Some
cameras also adjust color to enhance skin.

Landscape Mode: In Landscape mode the camera uses a small aperture to get the maximum depth of field. Some
cameras will enhance the color saturation of blues and greens.
Macro  Mode or Extreme Close-ups : In Macro mode, the camera keeps small objects close to the lens in sharp
focus using its minimum focus distance.  This minimum focus distance changes depending on your camera’s
specification.
Night Portrait with Scenery: In Night Portrait mode the camera evenly exposes for both the person in the fore-
ground and the nighttime background.  The flash fires a quick burst to enhance detail in the foreground, while the shut-
ter speed is slowed to capture a detailed, naturally lit background.  Using a tripod or steadying your camera can greatly
improve these photos.
Sports or Fast Action: In Sports mode the camera boosts the ISO to allow a lot of light through the lens, and uses
the fastest shutter speed to catch your subject.  If your camera has continuous shooting or burst mode, you have an
even greater chance to get that perfect shot.
Night Landscape or Night Scene: Night Scene mode is used for landscapes or city scenes that don’t have a lot of
natural light.  The camera slows, boosts ISO to gather a lot of light from the scene, set the aperture wide, and uses a
slower shutter.
Snow or Beach Mode: This icon could be a snowman or snowflake. Snow or Beach mode adjusts the exposure and
white balance so photos aren’t underexposed. The camera’s meter assumes a normal tonal range.  Without this mode
your photos would be too dark, resulting in gray snow.
Sunrise or Sunset Mode: The camera will slightly underexpose the scene and enhance the warmer red tones for a
more pleasant sky.



Optical and Digital Zoom
Don't be fooled with the hype about digital zoom.  It is simply letting the camera crop the image to give the look of a longer
telephoto lens.  Stay away from it.  If you need to crop, do it on your computer later with the software that came with your
camera or another good imaging editor.  They do a better job of cropping with less negative effects.  Below is a more detailed
explanation of the differences between optical and digital zoom illustrated
with a drawing of a deer.

Optical Zoom
When you use optical zoom to enlarge the
deer in your view finder, the lens of your
camera actually gathers data from the
scene, and fills your camera’s sensor to it’s
capacity. That translates into a larger file
with more print size options.

Digital Zoom
When you use digital zoom to enlarge the
same deer in your view finder, your camera
does not gather more data from the scene.
Instead it gathers the data from that section
of your sensor showing the image, and
enlarges it in your entire view finder.  The
image appears bigger, but you are not using
the sensor to it’s fullest capacity, so your
image is actually smaller and contains less
data.

For your prints of the deer to remain clear
they will have to be a much smaller size
Digital Zoom works just like cropping an
image. Whatever part of the scene is not
in your viewfinder is thrown away.

Here you see how much of
the data is thrown away

when you use Digital Zoom.
Everything outside of the

blue frame is lost, and your
final image is much smaller

than your sensor.

Here is the final deer picture
after you’ve applied either the
Optical or Digital Zoom.  This is

your printed image.
If you used Optical zoom, this

image will fill your sensor.

→

This diagram shows the decreasing image
size on a camera sensor when using

Digital Zoom.  Within the red box 75% of
the sensor is used, within the Green 50%,

and within the blue 25%.→

→



Follow the Sun
Learn how the position of the sun, in relation to the subject and camera, can have
greatly different effects.  Front-lit subjects are evenly lit with less detail of depth.  This
is great for portraits but poor for landscapes.  Side lighting brings strong shadows to
separate foreground, middle, and background.  The shadows cause problems on faces
but make landscapes pop.  Back-lit subjects are silhouetted, and may need some
additional “fill-in” flash or reflected light to bring out detail.

Yellowstone River ~  Yellowstone National Park — Wyoming

This scene is
backlit from the

rising sun
causing the far
shore to be near
silhouette, and
the trees on the
left bank have

little detail.

With the sun
from the right
the birds stand
out against the

waves, and every
crevice in the

rocks is defined.



Dodging the Waves ~ Hull, Massachusetts



Be There
Often the most pleasing is the unfamiliar.  The simple act of rising before dawn to
capture a sunrise, or getting your feet wet when the surf is pounding against the
shore, is what matters. Our modern cameras take over much of the need for technical
knowledge. Digital photography makes getting a great shot easy and inexpensive.
But you need to be at the right place at the moment when a simple snapshot can be
transformed into a treasured work of art.

Beach Surf — Massachusetts



Sunrise — Cohasset, Massachusetts



Things to Remember
� Bright sunlight casts harsh shadows on faces.  Put people in the shade of buildings or clouds to make portraits softer and

more flattering.

� Landscapes love bright sun.  The shadows create depth and definition of detail.  Avoid sweeping vistas on overcast days,
unless you are trying to create a somber feeling.

� Keep the sky to a minimum, unless it adds to the scene with clouds or sunset atmosphere.  Decide where your main subject
is located.  If it is the bright dawn light coloring the morning sky, make that most of the scene.  If it is an earthly subject,
lower the camera.

� The best scene will be ruined if it is not clear.  Steady your camera with a tripod, wall, or other firm object.  Slowly squeeze
the shutter, don't just push it.

� Taking a shot is a two-step process.  First press the shutter half way and wait for the camera to focus and set the exposure.
Then gently press the remaining distance to capture the image.

� The best people photos are candid and not posed.  Look for expressions that show emotion.  Be ready.  Have the camera
in your hand, not in its case.

� When visiting a new place, tell a story with photos.   Take a wide, sweeping shot to set the overall location.  Then take
closer photos to document the details.  Don't forget to include signs and historical markers as a reminder.

� When vacationing ask strangers to take a photo of the entire family.  It's important that you become a part of the story as
well.

� Action shots indoors can be hard to capture.  The motion will often be blurred.  Try these techniques from the pros:  Use
a high ISO.  The photo may have a bit less detail, but it is worth it to get that great action shot.  Take the shot when the
action reaches a natural pause.  Such as at the top of a basketball jump shot, or when a batter has finished his swing.
Action coming toward the camera is easier to capture than if it is going across the field of view.  Shoot race cars coming
toward you.  If you wait until they are in front, you will get a blur and not much else.

� Change your angle of view to add a different perspective.  Get low to the ground to emphasize reflections or foregrounds.
Shoot over your head to eliminate distracting people around you.

� Above all, have fun.  Photography is the easiest art form to master.  It doesn't take years of practice.  Make use of today's
inexpensive and powerful cameras to express your view of the world we share.  When you unleash your creativity, you
share the spirit of the artistic masters.



Minot Ledge Light — Massachusetts Bay



Carl Spence is a photographer
with more than 50 years of
experience and a deep love for
the natural environment. Known
for his sweeping landscapes of our
National Parks and other North
American vistas, he also greatly
enjoys passing on the experience
and knowledge that he has
garnered over a half century.

He routinely takes on students in
whom he sees the buds of creative excellence.  During his
field trips and location lectures, he draws from his own
personal philosophy as to the most important path to artistic
expression: seeing, feeling, and interpreting the world. He
also enjoys training the novice and casual photographer who
simply wants to learn to take better photos.

Carl’s spontaneous sense of humor peppered with anecdotes
and metaphors adds to a comfortable learning environment.
He passes on his knowledge through classes, articles,
lectures, videos and books.  His tips and explanations of the
powerful tools now available in even simple phone and
pocket cameras show how to create stunning photographs
worthy of hanging.

You may view Carl’s work  and learn more about his
instructional services at CarlSpencePhotography.com

“Loved the class! Very good tips that
 I never heard before.  I think this
 will definitely help me in becoming a
 better photographer.”  … Michelle L.

“Class was fun!  Carl is hilarious and
 made the content easy to understand.
 Anyone can do it!! “ … Nathassia D.

“Wonderful! All I need to know about
 photography and how I can make my
 camera take great pictures!”..Jennifer K.

“Very down to earth.  Very Honest
 and helpful about how to help people
 work their cameras.”  … Mark F.

“Definitely an eye opening experience.”
           … Virginia M.

“Excellent class. Carl is a wonder of
 knowledge”                 … Tony M.

“Detailed, Intriguing, and Fun are
 three words that describe the content
 of this class.  Carl teaches valuable
 tips with a mix of humor” ..Matthew V.

www.CarlSpencePhotography.com

	Eight Secrets to Great Photograph Cover Redo
	Eight Secrets to Great Photographs Class Companion Book.pdf
	Byway ~ Sugar Hill, New Hampshire
	Preface
	Secret 1~ Rule of Thirds
	Grand Teton National Park  Wyoming
	Cohasset, Massachusetts

	Secret 2 ~ Foreground Objects
	Poppies  Solvang, California
	Peggy's Cove  Nova Scotia

	Secret 3 ~ Avoid Bright Skies
	College Fjord  Alaska

	Secret 4~ Unrehearsed Shots
	Big Boys Now

	Secret 5: Leading Lines
	Jenny Lake  Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming
	Train in the Bow River Valley  Alberta
	Antelope Canyon ~ Navaho Indian Nation Reserve
	Ketchikan, Alaska

	Secret 6 ~ Anticipated Motion
	Prince William Sound  Alaska
	Great Egret  Merrit Island National Reserve, Florida

	Secret 7 ~ Repeating Patterns
	Trees and Shadows  Nebraska
	Glacier National Park  Montana

	Secret 8 ~ Watch Your Horizons
	Golden Gate Bridge  California

	Bonus Tips ~ Know Your Camera
	Exposure Compensation
	Histograms
	Scene Settings
	Optical and Digital Zoom
	Follow the Sun
	Yellowstone River  Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming
	Dodging the Waves  Hull, Massachusetts

	Be There
	Beach Surf  Massachusetts
	Sunrise  Cohasset, Massachusetts


	Things to Remember
	Minot Ledge Light - Massachusetts Bay



