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Len Metcalf explores his photographic 

momentum and creative inertia.  

How is yours going?

SOME DAYS (weeks and months even), I feel stuck, still and 
without movement. 
	 Excuses like it is too windy for good landscapes, the light 
isn’t any good or there is no one to photograph, are just 
that, excuses. The bottom line is that it feels nicer to stay still, 
so I roll over and snooze, or attend to other things and the 
photography doesn’t happen. 
	 In this article, I will explore how I deal with artistic inertia, 
how I get myself going and keep myself being creative.

Creative Inertia
I am lucky, I suppose, because I cannot remember a time when 
my creativity actually stopped. I can easily say it is in a constant 
state of motion. My creative brain seems to flourish with ideas, 
thoughts and projects. It just doesn’t stop. 
	 To give an example, as I drove across the Nullarbor Plain 
recently, I designed a new caravan layout in my head. I had to 
pull over and draw it up in case I lost it. 
	 As I drive, I keep a diary and pen next to me on the seat, 
ready to record my ideas. It’s nearly full and it’s time to get 
another one. I have a whole row of them in my studio and I 
have been keeping them since I was a teenager. 
	 I’ve tried to keep a digital diary, but it isn’t the same. 
Research clearly shows that drawing or writing something 
down reinforces it in your mind. Taking a photograph does not. 
Many of my notes may never be read again, but every so often, 
I go back and search for some little thing I remember and want 
to access. 
	 I use a notebook with blank pages so I can draw  
designs and diagrams. I find the pages with lines way  
too constrictive. 

	 So what does this have to do with your photography? 
Well, it has lots to do with my photography. Keeping a record 
of things helps me clear my head so I can get into ‘making art’ 
mode. It allows me to record and memorise the ideas I am 
having about artistic projects, photographs and places to  
visit. It helps me stay with the moment that my creative brain 
is in, coming up with ideas. And it allows me to go back to 
those ideas at the right time. Besides, it is a good place to  
write wish lists, shopping lists, express ill feelings and  
record my dreams!

Photographic Inertia
So, with all that creativity milling around in my head, you may 
find it surprising that I get photographic inertia. But sometimes 
I stop photographing. I have long ago stopped worrying about 
why I stopped, so let’s flip the coin and look at the ways I kick-
start my photography back into gear again. 
	 The best way to get going again is undoubtedly doing 
something photographic with someone else. Simple, effective 
and it seems to work every time.
	 Recently, I arrived at a friend’s home in the Barossa Valley. 
He had mentioned a place he wanted to photograph, so we 
planned our early departure the next morning to arrive at  
his location well before sunrise. I like to be out of the car so  
I can start photographing with the very first hints of light as 
this helps me get warmed up for when the sun graces  
our presence.
	 Making a commitment to another photographer to be 
there makes it happen – and it turns out that Graeme had also 
been suffering a stint without photography and was using my 
visit to motivate himself! 

InertiaArtistic
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	 Many of my photographic students come on workshops 
and tours for the same reason. It is so much easier to get out 
and about taking photographs, and to get excited about 
photography again, with a group of other photographers. It is 
very rare that someone actively chooses to sleep in and miss a 
shoot when we’re on tour.
	 This is also the realm of photographic clubs as they provide 
the organisation to get you out and taking photographs with 
others.
	 For me, I really love having a photographic buddy to 
go out shooting with. We make plans, we hold each other 
accountable and we take photographs.

Collaborations
I also love collaboration in all its guises: shooting with other 
photographers, working with models and people dressing 
up and creating joint exhibitions or books. It is  a great way to 
overcome inertia. 
	 The energy and enthusiasm of two people, the growing 
of ideas, the bouncing of ideas: it is infectious. Creativity feeds 
creativity. 
	 I have been lucky to have had several amazing 
collaborative partnerships in my life. Some were with models 
and others were with photographers. They each mark the 
most prolific creative periods in my life.
	 The other big-kick starter I use to overcome my lack of 
inertia is walking with my camera. Luckily, I seem to have a 
camera with me all the time now, particularly as I count my 
iPhone as a camera. 
	 After a few kilometres, I inevitably get my phone out and 
start taking photographs. It reminds me that next time I should 
bring my Olympus Micro Four-Thirds camera and then before 
long, I have my Fujifilm medium format camera out and finally 
I can grab the 8x10” view camera and shoot some ridiculously 
expensive film.
	 I hope you can see what I am doing here. I am exercising 
in my favourite environments. Usually they are wilderness, but 
sometimes they can be in a city environment. The walking gets 
my body moving and my blood pumping. It is stimulating my 
visual senses with all of the images I am seeing. 

Building Up
By walking, I am engaging a part of my logical brain with 
keeping upright and putting my feet in the right place. My 
creative brain is now freer to explore without that logical part 
speaking too loudly. Hopefully, I am also breathing in lovely 
fresh air, loaded with the creative food of oxygen. 
	 I hope I can convince you of the benefits of walking with 
your camera. It is truly rewarding.
	 The other thing I am doing is starting with the less 
technical and creatively freer cameras. I find that if I start with 

8 Hot Tips for Beating Photo Inertia
Photograph with other people. Find a photographic buddy. Join a photographic group or club. 
1.	 Attend a photographic workshop. You need to figure out what will work with you. Start organising people to go with 

you on photographic holidays.
2.	 Find someone to photograph. A model, a friend, colleagues or your family.
3.	 Collaborate creatively with others. Put on an exhibition with a group of friends. It isn’t as intimidating as you need less 

work and work can be shared around. 
4.	 Go for a walk with a simple camera. Start with your phone and as you get stimulated, step up to your favourite 

cameras.
5.	 Just start. Picasso famously said that the hardest part of being creative is showing up each day for work.
6.	 Print your work. Photographic prints make you a better photographer. They force you to resolve your work. It is a 

reward in itself.
7.	 Show other people your work. Build a following.
8.	 Seek positive and encouraging feedback. This is probably the hardest person to find. The world is so full of negative 

people who think it is in your best interests to tell you where you are going wrong. Search high and low and find the 
right mentor, one who knows how to nurture you and support you. 
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the view camera and film, it takes me longer to get going. For 
me, this can be a couple of days or has even been a week into 
my trip. In comparison, by using the phone, I am suddenly free 
of worrying about quality or quantity. These are my warm-ups. 
They get my eye in.
	 It is a good idea to let go of the notion of quality at this 
point. Taking a poor photograph will lead you to a great one 
quicker than taking none at all.
	 I also find shooting hand-held for a while helps me take 
better photographs than when I am shooting on a tripod. It is 
like stretching and warming up before a marathon. Warming 
your voice before you go on stage. In life drawing, we start a 
session with 30-second and one-minute poses to help us get 
our hand/eye coordination going. It’s like starting on butcher’s 
paper before getting your expensive watercolour paper out. 
	 Exercising your photography skills before the big 
performance gets your photographic inertia moving. It helps 
you build up momentum.

Tripod Inertia
I often get stuck with the mental attitude that the photograph 
in front of me isn’t worthy of setting up my tripod. So I don’t 
set up the tripod, but when I get home, I find that I love the 
shot. Unfortunately, it isn’t quite sharp enough and I should 
have used the tripod. 
	 I have a few things I now do to help with my tripod inertia. 
For my DSLR, I put gaffer tape over the viewfinder so I can’t  
use that particular camera without the tripod. With the 
medium format Fujifilm camera, I keep the camera in my  
bag without the viewfinder attached, so I only put it on when I 
need it in bright sunny conditions, or when using it with  
the monopod. 
	 I also replaced my tripod, without concern for price, to get 
a model that I love using. I now have one that goes to seven 

feet and opens and closes so smoothly I love to use it. I try to 
set it up as soon as I step out of the car and mount my camera 
on it, so I am ready to go.
	 So I try to remind myself that it is always worth setting a 
tripod up and using it.

Maintaining Momentum
Printing and showing people your work maintains your 
photographic momentum. My latest discovery for maintaining 
my momentum is to post a daily blog with my photographs. 
I present them either with an interesting quote to ponder or 
some of my thoughts on photography and life. 
	 It is a challenge on some days to actually maintain the daily 
pace, particularly with the writing. However, doing this has had 
a huge impact on my motivation and as my following grows, 
the number of emails that comment on my photographs and 
thoughts continues to grow. 
	 When someone takes the time to write you a letter 
complimenting you on your work, I feel loved and appreciated. 
Someone actually loves my work so much so that they are 
willing to write to you and tell you. 
	 You can subscribe to my daily email at http://lenmetcalf.
com or alternatively you can add my RSS feed into your 
feedreader. There is nothing better to keep your photographic 
momentum going than positive feedback.

Len Metcalf is Australia’s leading innovative photographic educator. 
Workshops always include extensive educational sessions and 
informative critiques of your photographic prints that we make each day. 
His students return year after year to enjoy the stimulating, motivating 
and supportive environment he creates at stunning photographic 
locations. For more information about his workshops visit http://
lensschool.com

http://lenmetcalf.com
http://lenmetcalf.com
http://lensschool.com
http://lensschool.com
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The Lightroom Atelier will quickly turbo-charge your creativity! Don’t waste 

your time using Lightroom the wrong way, subscribe to the LIghtroom 

Atelier now to learn how you can transform your photographs into incredible 

works of fi ne art! We know there are lots of free tutorials around that show 

you how to use Lightroom, so why would you be interested in the Lightroom 

Atelier by Peter Eastway? Well, if you’re really new to Lightroom, you should 

take advantage of all those free tutorials fi rst - even if they are produced by 

people with limited photography experience. And maybe that’s all you’ll 

need if you’re happy with the average results that come out of your camera. 

However, as all creative photographers discover, using Lightroom isn’t just a 

matter of sliding controls left or right, it’s also an amazing tool with unlimited 

creativity – if you know how to use it properly. The reason you’ll be interested 

in Peter Eastway’s Lightroom Atelier is because you like what you see on the 

these pages and you’d like to achieve something similar with your own work. 

If that’s you, check out the free lesson on our website and follow the links ...

www.betterphotographyeducation.com

Peter Eastway’s

Lightroom Atelier – Easy Online Learning

L i g h t r o o m  A t e l i e r  –  s o m e  o f  t h e  t e c h n i q u e s  y o u  w i l l  l e a r n

SPECIAL FOR BP READERSSave 20%Use Coupon Code: BPMAG
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Looking for something a little different that you’re 

sure you already have? Here’s a suggestion for looking 

out your window. By Mike Langford.

Canon Master, G.M. L.M. Hon.FNZIPP APP.L G.M.Photog. FAIPP.

PHOTOGRAPHING FROM YOUR window isn’t a very 
original concept. It has been done many times before, most 
successfully back in the seventies by American photographer 
Ruth Orkin of Central Park in New York and then more recently 
of the same subject by Paul Kessel.
	 The themes that tie these bodies of work together tend 
to be either activities, the change of season, or even just the 
change in weather or light. 
	 What this concept offers us is an opportunity to capture 
a series of images for a photo essay, an exhibition or even a 
book, without having to leave home.

Window Light
These don’t have to be great, award-winning images, rather 
a series of photos with which to have a conversation. Each 
image ties the others together into a body of work.
	 Regardless of where you live and what you look at, it is 
necessary to set yourself a goal to record images that have a 
similar intent and then just keeping with it until you feel you 
have enough that the collection means something to you. 
	 We live in Queenstown, New Zealand and I have several 
windows through which I like to photograph in this manner.
	 One is from the bedroom window and these photos are 
just done with my iPhone, mostly from the bed. There is a 
saying that the best camera is the one you have with you at 
the time and that’s the one I keep next to the bed, mostly to 
receive calls, but also to photograph outside the window.
	 These window images range from beautiful sunlit scenes 
that happen early morning in the summer, to snow covered 
mountain scenes later in the winter. 
	 With this series, l try to keep the same narrative, that of the 
room and what is between me and the window. It is this that 
ties this series of images together.
	 If you change too many things in each image, then you 
can lose the visual continuity of the series and it can start to fall 
apart.  For instance, I have tried to keep all the things on the 
window sill in the same place and have shot from the same 
angle and place, making sure all the elements line up with 
each other. The only thing that changes is what is happening 
outside with the weather and the light.

The View
The second set of images is quite different, in that they totally 
ignore what is in the room or even what is between myself 
and the window. These are more about what is happening 
beyond the window – the view. 

Sometimes the storms are brief and you can see underneath them as they pass 
over. This creates unusual and mysterious light that comes with its own natural 
framing. Canon EOS 5D Mark IV, Canon EF 24-70 f4L IS USM, f8, 1/200 second, ISO 320.

Photographs
from your window
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	 With this series, I use my Canon EOS 5D Mark IV, a range of 
lenses and a tripod. This means I can focus on the essence of 
what is happening in front of me at any one time and they are 
more studies than snapshots of a moment in time, as with the 
bedroom series.
	 The view series sometimes focuses just on the  
water droplets on the window, or it could be the window 
covered with white plastic that totally obscures the view 
altogether, offering only a hint of the man outside painting 
the wall on the other side. At other times, the view is all 
about the play of light on the hills or a mist that reveals  
what lies beneath.
	 What ties this series together is the fact that they are all 
taken from the same place, but in different circumstances.

	 You can already see that there are many ways of tying 
together a body of work. The importance is that you first 
define what it is you are doing. 
	 Don’t just go off and start making a series of images that 
in the end may or may not sit together as a body of work. 
This way of working could mean that much of the work gets 
compromised by a lack of visual continuity. 
	 Instead, think about it first to express yourself clearly.
	 This means you need a plan. Write something down, then 
think about it more and finally refine it so that it only includes 
the objects that are special to it.
	 In the ‘art world’, this is known as an ‘artist’s statement’. 
This then serves to underpin the body of work and offers the 
viewer an understanding of the intent of the artist and whose 

Focusing just on the raindrops, using the macro function on the 24-70mm lens, I was able to keep all the droplets sharp while at the  
same time still have the background recognisable. Canon EOS 5D Mark IV, Canon EF 24-70mm f4L IS USM, f16, 1/40 second, ISO 100.

Spring always feels like a time of visual clutter with nature 
bursting at the seams with explosions of colour and growth.  
Canon EOS 5DS, Canon EF 24-70 f4L IS USM, f20, 1/30 second, ISO 320.

The soft pastels of summer light linger late into the evening, 
creating a visual calmness. Living this far south, it doesn’t get 
dark until well after 10:00 p.m. Canon EOS 5D Mark IV, Canon EF 24-70 f4L IS 

USM, f4.5, 1/25 second, ISO 320.
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One morning when the outside of our house was being painted,  
I found this new view very photographic... briefly! Canon EOS 5D Mark III, Canon 

EF 24-70mm f4L IS USM, f8, 1/60 second, ISO 100.

Early winter brings with it freezing temperatures when the air is colder 
than the lake, which makes it steam and fog forms over the land creating 
a mysterious looking landscape. Canon EOS 5D Mark III, Canon EF 300mm f4L IS USM, 

f6.3, 1/320 second, ISO 200.

In midsummer the sun sets into the ‘V’ of the hills in front of us and 
summer storms shed fingers of yellow light over the lake. It happens 
every year almost at the same time. This makes for very exciting 
photographs. Canon EOS 5D Mark III, Canon EF 70-200 f2.8L USM, f8, 1/250 second, ISO 200.

In winter we have a plethora of native birds feeding outside on our bird 
feeder, which makes for interesting close-ups. Canon EOS 5DS, Canon EF 300mm 

f4L IS USM, f10, 1/320 second, ISO 800.

What snow offers in a scene is a clean looking palette that removes the 
clutter of detail. It smooths everything out and redefines the shapes in 
the landscape, creating a minimal look. Canon EOS 6D, Canon EF 24-70 f4L IS USM, 

f11, 1/125 second, ISO 1200.

A late Autumn light catches the smoke from the steamboat, TSS Earnslaw 
as she makes her way across the lake to Walter Peak Station. Canon EOS 5D 

Mark III, Canon EF 70-200 f2.8L USM, f8, 1/320 second, ISO 200.



B E T T E R  P H OTO G R A P H Y     89

work they are viewing. For you, this also provides a visual 
continuity to your work.
	 About a year ago, I set myself the task of photographing 
everything of interest that happened outside the lounge room 
window here in Queenstown. The original objective was to 
put together a slide show for our local friends, to show what 
spectacular scenery lay right outside our windows. Our friends 
also bought into the project by phoning to tell me when 
something exciting was happening outside, just in case I was 
at my desk doing the accounts or writing articles for Better 
Photography and not noticing the spectacular changes outside.
	 Wherever you live or whatever you can see from any one 
of your windows, there is a visual story there for you to capture. 
	 It might be of a single tree, as with Bill Coleman’s series 
of a single walnut tree over the seasons. It could be just the 
movement of light and shade over a brick wall. Whatever it 
is, make sure you define your intent first and then visually go 
along for the ride. 
	 And don’t forget to share the results.

A happy sunny summer’s day to wake up to. I love all the trinkets 
we have gathered together and placed on the windowsill so we can 
continue to relive those memories of travel.

There is a pot of gold out there somewhere, just waiting for me to get 
out of bed to collect.

Someone stole the view this morning. I had to wait in bed for it  
to return.

The first snow of the season. It was cold so I did stay in bed for a 
while longer.

Photographing New Year’s Eve fireworks from home makes the whole event very 
easy to capture. No traffic, no crowds and little noise. I can highly recommend it! 
Canon EOS 5D Mark IV, Canon EF 24-105mm f4L IS II USM, f14, 30 seconds, ISO 100.

BEDROOM VIEW SERIES
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HAVE YOU THOUGHT about travelling on a safari to the vast 
national game parks of Africa, to capture images of the wild, 
untamed animals you see in magazines and in documentaries?
	 Then join a photographic tour that takes you into the heart 
of the ‘dark continent’ to experience Nature on a scale that 
visits to a local zoo cannot even begin to replicate.

Getting Started
The benefit of a photographic tour is you will be joining 
like-minded people who share the passion of photography 

Roby Lazar gives us the low-down on taking a photographic safari to 

capture the wonders of Africa – in this case, Kenya and Tanzania.

Africa
and the enjoyment of seeing animals living in their natural 
environment.
	 You could travel on your own, but organising transport, 
permits, accommodation and guides could take so much 
time that you have less time for photography. You might 
also bypass many of the lesser known areas in the vast parks, 
missing out on those unique locations that the local guides 
know so well. 
	 The guides also keep you safe and are expert drivers – 
getting to locations can become a rally drive or an extreme 
off-road 4WD adventure due to the unpredictable nature of 
the dirt roads in the parks.
	 There are numerous parks and conservation areas 
throughout southern and central Africa, all of which provide 
the avid photographer with great images. Amboseli, 
Ngorongoro Crater and the Serengeti were the major parks 
that I visited, while Lake Naivasha and Lake Nakuru were 
special for viewing a host of rare migratory birds and at times, 
hippopotamus lying in the water. 

Before You Go
Here’s a short list of the things you need to arrange or think 
about to make the most of your African adventure:
•	 Entry visas are necessary for most African countries.
•	 US currency is universal with $1 notes being the most 

practical for tipping.

Into
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•	 Vaccinations are important, especially Yellow Fever, as you 
will need this stamped in your yellow medical book to 
return to Australia after the trip.

•	 Insect spray, sun protection cream and hats are items you 
will need to pack.

•	 Pack your longest lenses. I suggest a 400mm+ as well as 
a wide-range zoom such as a 28-300mm for those ‘I don’t 
know what lens to take’ days.

•	 Extra memory cards and a reliable computer to backup 
your images.

•	 I took a cut down pool noodle that supported the 
camera and long lens on the side of my 4WD vehicle and 
minimised camera shake. 

•	 There is lots of dust on the dirt roads so take appropriate 
camera protection and cleaning gear.

•	 Take a large plastic bag to protect your camera in case 
it should happen to rain. Afternoon showers are quite 
common early in the season. 

•	 Travel is recommended between late May to late October, 
avoiding the hot and wet weather. At this time the grass 
on the plain is short enough to see the animals.

•	 Take a backup camera. A smartphone will not be  
sufficient if you have a major failure of your primary 
camera.

•	 If you visit local villages, think about taking suitable small 
gifts for the children as they appreciate these after you 
spend time taking their photos.

Your tour company should provide you with a comprehensive 
list of other items that you may need.

On Safari
Early starts are the order of the day to capture animals and bird 
life in their natural environment. 
	 A major advantage of many organised tours is that 
comfortable safari lodges are located well within the various 
parks. In our case, this allowed us to be on site early for 
morning shoots and stay late for afternoon shoots, without an 
extra long drive each day.
	 My group had four people to a vehicle and this allowed 
everyone the opportunity to find a good position when 
photographing sleeping lions, running giraffes or the herds  
of zebras.

	 I think the light is best up to mid-morning and from mid to 
late afternoon. 
	 There can be numerous other 4WD vehicles on the dirt 
roads, so you rely on the skill and knowledge of your driver to 
find the best locations throughout the day. 
	 When stopped to photograph the numerous birds or 
animals running across the plain, our driver turned the engine 
off and we waited patiently for the action to unfold. 
	 A super long telephoto lens is very useful for capturing 
distant subjects, like flamingos feeding in a lake, but often I 
used my trusty 28-300mm to zoom in on zebras that were 
standing only a few metres from the vehicle. Even birds 
construct their nests were only metres from our 4WD, making 
it very easy.  
	 Larger birds such as the Secretary Bird would walk or  
feed a few metres from the vehicle and all we had to do was 
set the cameras, focus and shoot. 

Animals up Close
We travelled inside a closed vehicle with a pop-up top, so the 
animals accept you as being harmless and not of nutritional 
value. However, if you leave the vehicle at an inappropriate 
location, expect the lions who are resting invisibly a few metres 
away in the long grass to quickly come to life. At times like this, 
the local knowledge of your guide will be fully appreciated.
	 As well as driving along the dirt tracks around the crater 
at Ngorongoro and on the Serengeti Plain, there was a 
considerable amount of negotiating the deep mud tracks due 
to recent flooding in the area. 
	 We needed to drive through waterlogged tracks to find the 
many mud pools scattered through the park in order to see 
groups of hippopotamus as they rested in the water to escape 
the heat of the sun.
	 Remaining in our vehicles and electing not to go 
swimming in their waterhole, we were safe to photograph 
these large animals lying in the water and were lucky to 
see some hippos completing 360 degree rolls. Later in the 
afternoon, the hippos started to yawn and this signified they 
were starting to get hungry. 
	 An important part of the safari experience is to photograph 
the many different species of bird life. We saw over 83 species 
in our two-week visit.
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	 I think the ultimate goal of your safari can be divided into 
two aspects – taking exceptional photos of all the animals and 
birds that you see, and to see the Big Five. Photographing the 
Big Five is an achievement, even if your subject isn’t in the ideal 
position for photography. Sometimes it is just as gratifying to 
see them in their natural habitat. 
	 The Big Five are: lion, leopard, elephant, rhino and buffalo.  

High Speed
Shooting wildlife with telephoto lenses from a vehicle that can 
move around a bit with other passengers, you’ll need to set a 
fast shutter speed. I shot at over 1/1000 second, and 1/2000 
second or faster is preferable as many birds are very fast. 
	 If your camera is equipped, try the Auto ISO feature with a 
wide aperture and a fast speed. 
	 Fortunately, many of the smaller birds seem to nest close 
to the dirt track, but a long lens was still necessary to fill the 
frame. However, even to photograph the larger ostriches, a 
good telephoto was needed.
	 To provide some variety to your photos, try panning across 
the landscape as the animals move about the plain. The great 
migration of wildebeest provided an ideal opportunity to pan 
with the animals as they thundered across the Serengeti Plain 
in front of our 4WD, following the scent of rain.

On Water
A boat trip on one of the many lakes will provide more  
opportunities, especially for birds. Again, a long lens of over 

400mm is advisable and your camera tracking skills will 
improve with practice as you photograph the larger birds such 
as fish eagles in flight.
	 A highlight on our lake trip was seeing about 20 hippos 
in the water close to the shore. Our experienced guide kept a 
safe distance from these animals, telling us that if bubbles start 
to appear in the water between the hippos and the boat, it is 
time to make a hasty retreat.
	 Back on land, lighting conditions can change rapidly when 
you visit the local villages, entering the dark interiors of the 
huts. It can be difficult to avoid strong back lighting when 
setting up your portrait shots as time can be limited in the 
village and you may have to work quickly to compose and 
capture images of village life. 
	 However, a visit to a local Massai village will give  
you a cultural experience not to be missed. The villagers 
are happy to have you visit and experience aspects of their 
everyday life. Dancing, posing in doors, standing next to 
their mud and straw homes, using trees or fences as props 
or wandering through their craft stalls, will give you many 
opportunities for model photography. However, you’ll need 
to adapt your camera settings to cope with rapid changes in 
the light and at times you may find the light on your subjects 
will be very contrasty.
	 An African experience will bring you close to many wild 
animals in their natural environment. It is an enriching and 
fulfilling experience that can be captured with a camera from 
the safety of a 4WD vehicle.
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Adding

Hilary Hann M.Photog. explains how to give your photographs 

an extra dimension with texture overlays.

UNDERSTANDING HOW TO use texture layers and including 
them in your photo processing regime can add an extra 
dimension to your images. It‘s a fairly straightforward process 
once you break it down into several easy steps, although it 
does take some experimentation to achieve a result that suits 
your photographic style.

Composition 
As in all types of photography, composition is the mainstay 
of good images and there is little point in adding textures to 
a poorly constructed photograph. In addition to having an 
interesting image, there are a few other things that I watch  
out for. 
	 I like to keep the composition reasonably simple, without 
much in the way of confusing, fussy backgrounds, so I only  
use more complex compositions when the main subject  
really dominates the frame. 

	 When it comes to adding textures, once you have 
practised the technique on simple images, I would suggest 
adding more complexity to your compositions in small 
increments as it does involve a lot more photo processing  
to get the subject to really stand out.

Textures
The first step is finding your textures and this can often be the 
hardest. When I started using textures, my favourite subject to 
use was concrete. 
	 Concrete is everywhere and is easily photographed.  
I prefer older, weathered concretes as I find they have more 
character. It doesn’t matter where you live, there usually is a 
selection of different concrete structures around which makes 
it easy to experiment. When I’m travelling I challenge myself  
to find textures that I can use on the photos that I take  
during that trip.
	 Another good source of texture is paint. Painted feature 
walls using the texture paints made popular in the ‘90s can be 
a good source. I don’t worry about the colour as that is easily 

Texture

The original image that I’m going to use to as illustration,
One of the concrete textures that I photographed recently in 
Kenya. In this case it was a floor.
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adjusted using the hue/saturation tool in Photoshop.  
I also experiment with painting textures myself, using acrylics 
and oils on canvas or textured papers with a wide paintbrush. 
I’m not much of an artist and have had mixed success at this 
stage, but it is worth pursuing in my view.
	 I also use out-of-focus, misfire photographic mistakes (for 
instance, when you have the camera pointing down at the 

ground and accidently hit the shutter, which I seem to do far 
too often). I don’t use these frames to add texture, but to add 
colour filters or to knock down highlights. 
	 I avoid obvious textures that might seem interesting, but 
in the end become too overpowering. I tried sand and small 
pebbles, but didn’t have any success, so I stick to what works 
for me.

Above, left: Part of a painted feature wall in my house. I don’t use it often, but the out-of-focus edges can be handy. Middle:  A small section of water 
colour paint. I used it in this example in this article. Right: I still am not sure what this is, but the colour is easy to change and I’ve found it quite useful.



The following screen shots show how the image on page 95 has been created. 

CREATING THE SAMPLE IMAGE

A duplicate layer of my base image is made where  
I can make any alterations to the image. In this case, 
it’s a simple clean-up of some dark spots on the 
background bushes.

Using Nik SilverEFEX Pro, I have made a black and 
white layer that I’ve blended in using the Multiply 
layer at 41% opacity and then added a layer mask to 
control where the contrast is applied.

The first texture shown at 23% using a Hard Light 
blend with some layer masking to bring back some 
of the main subjects.

The second texture using Soft Light blending mode 
at 42% with no layer mask.

For this image I’ve used three different texture 
layers, this final one is at 39%, Hard Light and with 
a layer mask to pull back a very small amount of the 
texture from the main subjects.

I use a hue and saturation mask at many different 
stages throughout the image. This one is active 
only on the texture layer below. You can find the 
adjustment layers in the layers panel as well.

NOTE: All the layers are in position for all of these screen shots, but they  
are being turned on one at a time to show the steps involved.



B E T T E R  P H OTO G R A P H Y     97

Blend Modes
What ties your base composition to the texture that you 
choose is found in the blend mode. A basic description of the 
blend modes I use follows and although I’ve experimented 
with many of the others, I haven’t found that they give a result 
that I like. 
	 However, I recommend that you do your own experiments 
in case you find something that suits your vision.
	 Blend modes use differing mathematical calculations to 
vary the opacity of the active layer, to make it translucent and 
allow the below layer to show through. Once you’ve selected 
a blend mode, you can reduce the effect by changing the 
opacity of the layer to give added control.
	 The blend modes are grouped into Normal, Darken, 
Lighten, Contrast, Inversion, Cancellation and Component. I 
am using CS6, so some changes may have been made since 
that version.
	 From the Darken group, I occasionally use Multiply.
	 From the Contrast group, I use Overlay, Soft Light and  
Hard Light. I find only a subtle difference between Overlay  
and Hard Light, but it’s enough to make a difference to  
the final image.

	 Multiply works by multiplying the luminance levels of the 
current layer’s pixels with the pixels in the layer below. I find it 
useful for creating shadows and removing some of the whites 
and lighter colours. I always reduce the opacity of the Multiply 
layer for my work.
	 The Overlay blend mode uses the principle of lightening 
the lightest pixels and darkening the darkest pixels, along 
with dropping the grey mid tones. The Overlay mode bases 
its calculations on the brightness of the layer below the active 
layer, whereas the Hard Light mode bases its calculations on 
the brightness of the active layer.
	 The Soft Light blend mode gives a softer effect than  
the Overlay mode, while Hard Light is more intense than the 
similar Overlay blend mode and gives a harsher look to  
the image.

A general levels layer mask.

Another hue and saturation layer over all the layers 
to reduce the yellow in the image.

A final curves layer to darken the background with 
a layer mask to lift the main subjects from the 
background. See this image on page 95.

I use a lot of burn and dodge layers. Here I have  
lightened some dark shadows on the two elephants.  
Add a new layer, fill it with 50% grey and blend in Soft  
Light at 100%. Select the brush tool, use less than 10% opacity,  
and select a brush colour of black to darken and white to lighten. 

My sample image with three different blends of the same piece 
of concrete at 100% opacity. I didn’t use this particular texture in 
this image as I found it too strong, but it shows the action of the 
blend modes quite well.
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	 My strongest recommendation is that you experiment and 
play with the different blend modes to find the combinations 
that work for you, rather than trying to get your head around 
the techs of each one. The organic feel of the blend plus 
opacity plus your composition is far more important to the 
final image than trying to work out which mathematical 
equation each blend mode uses.

Layer Masks
Another critical task in building a textured image involves 
using a layer mask over the texture and is used to reduce the 
effects of the texture in selected areas. I will typically pull back 
the texture over faces and other, more delicately detailed 
parts of the animal (or person) that is the main subject of my 
photograph. 
	 Having said that, I tend not to have any texture over a 
human face as it makes the person look very strange. Animals, 
on the other hand, have feathers and fur and texture can be 
used with care over these areas.
	 For readers who haven’t used a layer mask, the button can 
be found at the bottom of the Layers panel on the right hand 
side of the image. 
	 Click on the small rectangular white box with a black circle 
inside. This will attach a layer mask to the side of your active 
layer. This is a non-destructive method to remove portions of 
your image either at 100% opacity (full black) or at incremental 
opacities (different shades of grey).
	 Make sure that you have clicked on the layer mask to 
activate it before starting because if you accidently brush over 
the active layer, you could be permanently painting on the 

image. To do this, select the brush tool from your tool panel 
(I use a soft brush for this). Press the ‘D’ key on your keyboard 
which will give you the black/white colour selection for 
foreground/background brush colours (it might already be 
black and white, but it won’t hurt to reset it). Using a black 
brush will conceal the brushed parts of the layer while a white 
brush will reveal the layer, so that you can restore parts of the 
image. Pressing the ‘X’ key will swap the colours and reducing 
the opacity slider will give you tones of grey to vary the 
amount of reveal you require. 

Adding Texture
Once you have all the parts of your image made to your 
satisfaction, it’s important to check final contrast and density in 
the image. Make sure that you double-check that the texture 
layer hasn’t overpowered the underlying composition and that 
any layer masks are subtle enough to not be obvious.
	 On some images, I’ll make a stamp copy of all the layers 
(Ctrl/Cmd + Alt/Option + Shift  + E) and then make it black and 
white. I then blend it back into my completed textured image 
with a small amount of opacity to suit and this adds contrast 
that I can easily adjust myself using opacity sliders and/or layer 
masks. It isn’t suitable for all images, but is a useful tool to add 
to your post-production tool bag.

The drop-down blend menu can be found when you click on the Normal window 
at the top of the Layers panel.

Hilary Hann is an AIPP Master of Photography with a passion for 
Africa and she is now leading photo tours to some of her favourite 
destinations. For more information, visit hilaryhann.com.au/
photo-safaris/.

Above left: Selecting a layer mask.  Above right: You can find  
the adjustment layers in the Layers panel as well.



Join Peter Eastway on a Photo Voyage of a Lifetime

In-Depth South Georgia & Antarctica

To help you get the most out of your voyage and your photography, Peter Eastway  
has been invited by Aurora Expeditions to lead a group of photographers on the  
In-Depth South Georgia & Antarctica expedition with the Polar Pioneer.

The voyage visits many of the locations seen in the Tales By Light television episode, 
currently showing on Netflix and featuring Peter as the photographer. The episode  
was produced in partnership with Canon Australia.

The photography program on this voyage will cater to both amateurs and the more 
serious photographer, including formal talks and image reviews, opportunities for  
one-on-one instruction and informal side-by-side shooting from the deck or Zodiacs 
and during landings. 

The best thing about our ship the Polar Pioneer is that expeditions are strictly limited to 
54 passengers, offering you an intimate, personal experience and more opportunities  
to get out amongst the nature and wildlife.

18 DAYS - Prices to be confirmed!

What time of year is best for Antarctica? Any time is great, but early 
in the season when we’re going is very special:

•	 Visit	South	Georgia’s	king	penguin	colonies
•	 Close	encounters	with	curious	elephant	seal	pups
•	 Follow	Shackleton’s	footsteps	from	Fortuna	Bay	to	Stromness
•	 Be	mesmerised	as	our	ship	pushes	through	pack	ice
•	 Witness	the	courting,	mating	and	stone-stealing	of	penguins
•	 Early	season	Antarctic	light;	perfect	for	photography.

Travelling to Antarctica is the trip of a lifetime. For photographers, 
it is even more special with the opportunity to capture some of the 
most incredible and memorable locations and wildlife anywhere 
on Earth. Imagine coming home with a computer full of amazing 
landscape and wildlife photographs! This is a trip like no other.

For more information, please visit Aurora Expeditions’ website at:  
www.auroraexpeditions.com.au or you can freecall 1-800-637-688 in Australia. 
To join the photo program, please contact Peter  or Kim at the magazine:  
eastway@betterphotography.com or kim@betterphotography.com

Book Now!

2018 Sold out!  
Book Now For  

December 2019



$15.95 
I S S U E  9 3
S P R I N G  2 0 1 8

ISSU
E N

O
. 9

3
P

E
T

E
R

 
E

A
S

T
W

A
Y

’
S

 
B

E
T

T
E

R
 

P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

Y
 

M
A

G
A

Z
I

N
E

Better
Photography

55 YEAR
WARRANTY

EIZO032 Img Editing 230 x 297mm Better Photo Sep Ad 0718 PRINT OL.indd   1 13/07/2018   3:12 pm

• Mark Watson: Pushing Extremes • Medium Format for Travel 
• Shooting Water in the Landscape • Special Printing Feature

WIN $5000 IN OUR ANNUAL PHOTO COMP

Girt by Sea
An Incredible Journey  
by Air Around Australia


