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I have been going on a lot 
of photo safaris recently, and I 
wanted to share some tips on how 

to photograph landscapes. I am sure 
you have experienced the phenom-
enon of taking a photo of some 
glorious scenery, only to look at your 
photos later and think how much 
better it looked in real life!

I’ve taken hundreds of thousands of reference photos over the years, and 
I’ve learned how to take a photograph that properly records a beautiful land-
scape and gives me the information I need to create a great painting.

Example: During the golden hour, these ordinary 
hills turn into sherbet-colored beauties with dra-
matic shadows that would be a pleasure to paint.

PHOTOGRAPHING THE GOLDEN HOUR.

Take photos during the golden hour 
(the hours shortly after dawn and 
before sunset), and your reference 
photos will look better with the light 
coming from the side, since the sun is 
low on the horizon. Put your camera 
away during midday, since sunlight 
coming from above casts shadows 
straight down, and your photos will 
never have enough dimension to use 
as a painting reference.

The golden hour also gives the 
landscape a beautiful glow of warm 
color that transforms ordinary  
scenery into a painter’s paradise.  
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POSITION YOUR CAMERA SO YOU CAN SEE SHADOWS. (USE SIDE-LIGHTING.)
While human eyes are great at distinguishing shapes and relative distances, 
a camera is not so skilled. When taking reference photographs, I always 
make sure there is side-lighting, which allows the camera to properly record 
three-dimensional shapes. As an artist, I have to paint shadows as well as  
light to create the illusion of dimension on a flat canvas. Trees, rocks, and 
mountains all need side-lighting so I can see their shape in a photograph.

USE A CIRCULAR POLARIZING FILTER.

While phones generally take fantas-
tic photos, there is one advantage of 
carrying a digital SLR camera: you 
can use a circular polarizing filter.

This lens filter completely cuts out 
reflections on water (allowing me 
to photograph the true aqua colors 
of the ocean without the often-gray 
reflection on top). A polarizing filter 
also removes reflections on leaves 
(making them appear richer in  
color) and removes reflections in the 

Example: In this photograph of Point Lobos, 
you can barely see the rocky outcropping in 
the middle, since there are no shadows. 

By walking thirty yards to the left, I was able to 
see shadows cast by the outcropping, and now 
there is an interesting photograph to paint!

air (making the sky more vibrant).
You can rotate the filter around to 
control the amount of reflection you 
want, since sometimes reflections 
are good, like when the sun is setting 
over a still body of water.

I hope these tips help you capture 
photos that look as good as the land-
scape did in real life!


