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Welcome
My name is Douglas Kirkland and I’d like to welcome you
to On Photography. Pictures are all around you if you
simply know how to look for them. As a photographer, you
have to constantly evaluate the world around you. Look
for beautiful light, interesting texture, striking color, unique
composition, and engaging subject matter.
In this installment, we’ll look at composition, light, and
texture, and I’ll show you how I transform ordinary objects
and scenes into beautiful photographs. I’ll discuss a variety
of lenses and shooting techniques that help me capture
exciting images. Then I’ll put these concepts into practice
as we travel to Palm Springs, California, to create a pictorial
story around the beautiful Korakia Pensione resort and on
a hike through a local canyon. We’ll also go to downtown
Palm Springs, where I’ll show that even an ordinary
point-and-shoot camera can capture compelling images.
I hope sharing how I capture the world around me
will inspire you to see things a bit differently.
Click this symbol
to jump directly to
the corresponding
movie online.

A Photographer’s Eye: Introduction

Welcome
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Developing your eye
One of the most important things you can do as a
photographer is to develop your eye. Constantly think to
yourself, how would this look through my lens? How best
can I capture this? There are many different ways
to capture the same scene and it’s up to you to share
your unique vision with others.
So go ahead and get closer, pull out wide, crop your
frame, look for color and texture, and most important,
remember to tell a story with your images.

Remember to tell a story with your images.

Developing your eye
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Composing an indoor image
Flower vase
Canon 5D Mark II, 70–200mm f/2.8 L
170mm, 1/60th @ f/2.8, ISO 2500
This vase was bathed in beautiful light. Using
a 70–200mm telephoto lens isolates the
image from its surroundings and focuses the
eye on the flowers and the luminous quality
of the light.
The long lens compresses the background
and flattens the image, while the open
aperture limits the depth of field, further
separating the subject from the background.
The warm color of the wall balances well
with the green and pinkish-white flowers.
And because of the wall’s darker tone, it
doesn’t compete for attention.

There are many different ways to capture the same scene.

Doorway arch
Canon 5D Mark II, 24–105mm f/4 L
24mm, 1/45th @ f/4, ISO 2500
Using the arched doorway as a frame helps
showcase this beautiful room. It gives
context to the image and offers viewers a
unique perspective.

Doorway arch (above right)
Canon 5D Mark II, 24–105mm f/4 L
24mm, 1/45th @ f/4, ISO 2500

Globe
Canon 5D Mark II, 24–105mm f/4 L
35mm, 1/90th @ f/4.5, ISO 2500
The contrast between the curves of the
globe and the vertical lines and texture of
the wall captures the eye. The globe is
positioned with the African continent in the
center, providing a hint of exotic mystery
to the scene.

Switching to a horizontal view provides
another perspective on the room, putting
emphasis on the interior of the room instead
of the arch. Capturing a variety of images of
a single scene helps provide options as you
lay out your story.
Composing an indoor image
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Jewelry

Jewelry and table

Canon 5D Mark II, 50mm f/2.5 Macro
50mm, 1/60th @ f/3.5, ISO 2500

Canon 5D Mark II, 24–105mm f/4 L
32mm, 1/45th @ f/8, ISO 2500

Getting closer to an object helps focus a
viewer’s attention just where you want it.
Remember, all good close-ups should have
a center for your eye to gravitate around. In
this case, the green ring has the most clarity
and contrast and all the other strands of
jewelry draw your eye toward it.

Ordinary objects can create beautiful scenes
if you capture them in an interesting way.
Here, the mirror repeats the forms and colors
of the jewelry without being distracting. The
color, texture, and curves of the jewelry on
the dark wood grain create a nice frame for
the jewelry and provide context.

All good close-ups should have a center for your eye to gravitate around.
Composing an indoor image
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Composing an outdoor image
Staircase
Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L 16mm,
1/250th @ f/11, ISO 160
Architecture can be a challenging subject to
shoot, but it can also be rewarding. Look for
light and angles that complement the forms
of the building.
Here, the intense overhead light makes the
rectangular recesses on the white wall stand
out. The trunks of the palm trees pull your
eyes along the curved edge of the staircase.
The sun flare adds a nice touch and conveys
the brilliance of the Palm Springs light.

Sometimes finding a unique
image is a simple matter
of looking up.

Doorway arch
Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
19mm, 1/60th @ f/16, ISO 160
Frames not only provide context but also
provide information. What’s interesting
about this image isn’t the courtyard but
rather the thickness of the wall leading into
the courtyard.

Daybed
Canon 5D Mark II, 14mm f/2.8 L
14mm, 1/60th @ f/5.6, ISO 160
Sometimes finding a unique image is a
simple matter of looking up. Looking up at
the frame of this daybed allows the viewer
to imagine what it’s like to be there. It’s more
evocative than a picture of the bed on
its own.

Daybed (fisheye)
Canon 5D Mark II, 15mm f/2.8 Fisheye
15mm, 1/60th @ f/5.6, ISO 160
A fisheye lens is sometimes frowned upon
because it distorts lines. In this situation, its
incredibly wide field of view gives us a
unique perspective that captures the viewer’s
attention and gives a real sense of the place.
Composing an outdoor image
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Adjusting in post
It’s important to remember that you
can further develop your artistic vision
after you capture the image. Modern
digital cameras have extremely high
resolutions and you can use that to
refine your images on the computer.
I couldn’t get very close to the bees
on this flower without disturbing them,
but by taking advantage of the
21-megapixel RAW image that the
5D Mark II creates, I created three
different images. It’s exciting to find
new images within a picture you’ve
already taken. Don’t forget about this
important tool available to you in the
digital darkroom.

Bee and flower

Bee and flower (crop)

Bee and flower (tight crop)

Canon 5D Mark II, 70–300mm f/4.5–5.6
230mm, 1/1500th @ f/5.6, ISO 230

Canon 5D Mark II, 70–300mm f/4.5–5.6
230mm, 1/1500th @ f/5.6, ISO 230

Canon 5D Mark II, 70–300mm f/4.5–5.6
230mm, 1/1500th @ f/5.6, ISO 230

The telephoto lens does a nice job of
isolating the bee and flower from the dark
background. The fast shutter speed freezes
the action of the bee as it approaches the
flower, capturing a great moment.

While there was still room to zoom in with
this lens, the high-resolution image captured
by the camera allows for this crop, which
focuses more on the bees than the flower,
yielding a new image.

An even tighter crop focuses attention
squarely on the bee—and is still sharp,
thanks to the fast shutter speed and
high-resolution original.

It’s exciting to find new images within a picture you’ve already taken.

Adjusting in post
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Telling the story of Korakia Pensione
My wife, Francoise, and I have been guests at Korakia
Pensione several times, and it was great to capture the
wonderful feel of this resort. While I was working for LOOK
and LIFE magazines, I learned the importance of telling a
story with images. That’s what I focus on here.
Think about the destination for your photos. Are they
for a magazine? Your wall? A web site? How will people
view them? What kind of experience do you want
people to have? Focusing on a storyline and developing
a visual language around that makes for a powerful
viewing experience.

Entrance
Canon 5D Mark II, 24–105mm f/4 L
24mm, 1/250th @ f/13, ISO 160
Establishing a sense of place is important
for a narrative. Seeing the palm trees, blue
sky, and hints of the architecture lets people
get a feel for the environment. Also, the
path to the open doorway draws viewers
in and makes them wonder what might be
down there.

Sign
Canon 5D Mark II, 24–105mm f/4 L
47mm, 1/125th @ f/13, ISO 160
Photographing the sign of a resort is a must,
but it’s important to capture it in an
interesting way. The composition of this
image leads the eye to the text of the sign
while still giving us information about the
ambiance of the resort.

Flowers and palm
Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
16mm, 1/125th @ f/13, ISO 160
A good way to handle harsh, direct sunlight
can be to incorporate it into your photograph.
The sun, palm trees, and beautiful flowers
dominate this resort, and the unique
perspective of this image beautifully captures
all three.

Establishing a sense of place is important for a narrative.

Telling the story of Korakia Pensione
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Lantern

Guitar

Canon 5D Mark II, 24–105mm f/4 L
40mm, 1/180th @ f/4.5, ISO 160

Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
27mm, 1/60th @ f/2.8, ISO 640

Objects can tell a big part of the story of a
location. They help fill in the details of the
environment. The most interesting aspect of
this lantern is the colored glass, and it was
important to find the perspective that
captures it the best. Shooting from the shade
into full light makes for a tricky exposure,
but it pays off: the glowing color of the glass
creates an exciting image.

A great way to develop your photographic
eye is to look for and shoot with beautiful,
natural light. Don’t be afraid to modify or
augment the lighting you find. Here, partially
closing the door brought down the overall
light level but also created the great streak
of sunlight on the guitar, making for a more
interesting image.

Telling the story of Korakia Pensione

Door

Door hinge

Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
25mm, 1/80th @ f/4.5, ISO 640

Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
35mm, 1/125th @ f/4.5, ISO 640

Shooting architectural details is a great way
to give the sense of a place. The interesting
interplay of the vertical lines of the wood
intersected by the long door hinge and the
window in the door speak to the design of
the rest of the resort.

Small details can go a long way. The texture
of the iron door hinge and the thick, warmcolored wood yield a richly detailed close-up.
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Courtyard

Suite name

Pool

Guests

Canon 5D Mark II, 24–105mm f/4 L
50mm, 1/180th @ f/8, ISO 640

Canon 5D Mark II, 24–105mm f/4 L
88mm, 1/250th @ f/4, ISO 640

Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
18mm, 1/350th @ f/8, ISO 160

Canon 5D Mark II, 24–105mm f/4 L
105mm, 1/500th @ f/8, ISO 160

What makes this image successful is the
layering of the hammock in the foreground
with the building in the background. By
placing an object in the foreground that
people can imagine themselves using, the
photo almost creates a point-of-view
perspective. It helps draw viewers into
the story.

Signs and names are great subjects because
their design and typography can say so much
about the location. Here, the tile design and
elaborate script reinforce the Middle Eastern
“kasbah” theme of this suite.

Pools and water are all over Korakia, and
are an important part of the story of the
resort. But you don’t need to show the entire
pool to tell its story. The vertical orientation
of this image omits most of the pool but
allows for an interesting composition that
lets us see into the water while still seeing
the sky, palms, and environment around the
pool. Showing less can sometimes reveal
more about an object. It enables people
to make their own assumptions about the
unseen aspects.

Resorts are all about their guests, and
photographing them is essential for telling
the story of a place. This shot captures a
happy, relaxed moment. The lighting also
helps. Francoise is lying in the soft light of
the shade, but the water in the pool acts as
a giant reflector, bringing light into her face
and bringing focus to the image.

Telling the story of Korakia Pensione
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Entrance

Skyline

Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
16mm, 1/60th @ f/2.8, ISO 2500

Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
27mm, 1/60th @ f/2.8, ISO 2500

The story of Korakia isn’t complete without
capturing it at different times of day. Twilight
is always a great time to shoot. At Korakia,
an abundance of tungsten light bulbs
creates a warm light on the white walls,
which beautifully contrast with the
darkening sky. Looking at color is critical
to creating a successful image. This image
works well because of the balance of the
warm and cool colors.

Twilight offers a great chance to shoot
silhouettes. The simple shape of these
palms and the arc of the ridge above
convey a lot of information—even though
you can’t see their color or detail.

Twilight is always a great time to shoot.

Telling the story of Korakia Pensione

Candles

Candles with lights

Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
32mm, 1/30th @ f/2.8, ISO 3200

Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
20mm, 1/30th @ f/2.8, ISO 3200

Candlelight is beautiful light, and the rich
texture of the wax adds character. The dim
candlelight also balances nicely with the
fading light in the sky. The high ISO settings
and low image noise that many cameras
provide help make shots like this possible:
you can use fast shutter speeds that allow
for hand-held shooting with no motion blur.

This image is similar to the one at the left,
but adding the hanging line of lights adds a
lot of depth to the composition and creates
a more interesting image. There’s less
emphasis on the candles, and there’s a very
nice interplay between them and the lights,
the sky, and the flowers.
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Telling the story of a hike
Nature is a wonderful place to shoot
because there are so many possibilities
to find different photographs. On this
hike, we found opportunities to use
the power of two great lenses: the
macro and the wide angle.
When telling a story, getting a variety
of images is important, and getting
really close and really wide provides
a lot of context for viewers. Simply
shooting from eye level all the time
won’t get people into the story. So
get down on the ground or look up
in the sky.

Beetle
Canon 5D Mark II, 50mm f/2.5 Macro
50mm, 1/125th @ f/22, ISO 320
This macro shot of the beetle works because
of the low-angle perspective. By getting
down low and behind him, the viewer gets
the unique chance to see what the beetle
sees. The strong red of the beetle’s head on
the grey granite rock helps draw the eye into
the image.

Flowers and ridge
Canon 5D Mark II, 14mm f/2.8 L
14mm, 1/125th @ f/13, ISO 320
This image also relies on foreground and
background composition, but the use of a
wide-angle lens gives the scene a grander
sense of scale. The sun flare at the edge
of the ridge adds a jewel-like sparkle to
the scene.

Flowers and mountains
Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
16mm, 1/90th @ f/22, ISO 320
This shot conveys a lot of depth between the
sunflowers in the foreground and the hills
and deep blue sky in the background. This
image helps set up the feel of the location
from both close and distant perspectives.

Telling the story of a hike
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Canyon ridge
Canon 5D Mark II, 15mm f/2.8 Fisheye
15mm, 1/60th @ f/22, ISO 320

Frog
Canon 5D Mark II, 50mm f/2.5 Macro
50mm, 1/500th @ f/11, ISO 320
Oftentimes, the best idea for a photograph
is to simply get closer. The macro lens
allows us a very tight frame on the frog and
helps separate him from the rock. The
warm color of the eyes catches the viewer’s
attention and makes him stand out.

Simply shooting from eye
level all the time won’t get
people into the story.

Telling the story of a hike

Stream (motion blur)

Stream

Canon 5D Mark II, 16–35mm f/2.8 L
16mm, 1/45th @ f/22, ISO 100

Canon 5D Mark II, 14mm f/2.8 L
14mm, 1/1000th @ f/11, ISO 640

A low bridge allowed for this image’s
appealing perspective, putting us at the
water’s edge while also allowing us to see
the peaks in the distance. Using a slow
shutter speed helps dramatize the rushing
of the water as it flows beneath the bridge,
while the rest of the image is sharp.

This image is similar to the one at the left,
but a fast shutter speed freezes the stream,
showing the water in crystal-clear detail.
This approach still conveys the movement
of the water, but has a different aesthetic.
Experimenting with different shutter speeds
is a powerful way to manipulate the sense
of motion in your images.

The fisheye lens really helps make this
image by providing an extreme perspective
—almost from one end of the canyon to the
other. There is distortion from the lens, but
by placing the ridge at the center, the
distortion isn’t as noticeable in the organic
shapes of the rock. The fisheye lens can be
a powerful tool when used carefully—you
don’t want to distract viewers with obviously
distorted images.
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Using a compact, point-and-shoot camera
As a professional photographer for
over 50 years, I try to keep a camera
near me at all times. When I travel,
that camera has more often become
a compact point-and-shoot. Modern
digital cameras have progressed
tremendously and you can find
quality compact cameras that give
you full manual control over the
exposure. With thoughtful use, these
cameras can create images that are
just as effective as those from a
professional DSLR.

Palm trees

How you see the world is more
important than what you use to
capture it. The camera is only a tool
to help share your vision.

Using a compact, point-and-shoot camera

Canon PowerShot S90
15mm, 1/1600th @ f/5.6, ISO 320

Flowers

Palm trees

Canon PowerShot S90
6mm, 1/800th @ f/3.5, ISO 400

Canon PowerShot S90
8.5mm, 1/1250th @ f/5.6, ISO 320

Most modern point-and-shoot cameras
have a macro setting that allows you to get
fairly close to your subject. Don’t be afraid
to get close—no matter what kind of
camera you have.

The willow tree branches create a frame
for the palm trees in the background. When
using a compact camera with a small sensor,
you don’t always have the ability to use
shallow depth of field to imply a sense of
depth. Creative framing can help add
that sense of depth and make an image
more successful.

This is a simple photograph but it works well
because of the strong composition: the large
palm tree on the left and the three grouped
palm trees on the right, with a nice balance
of mountain and sky sliding down the frame.
Zooming in on the scene compresses the
image, so the apparent distance between the
foreground and background trees appears to
be less than it really is. Remember: the tools
may change but the principles always remain
the same.
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Courtyard

Courtyard (skewed)

Windmills

Canon PowerShot S90
6mm, 1/1600th @ f/5.6, ISO 320

Canon PowerShot S90
6mm, 1/1600th @ f/5.6, ISO 320

Canon PowerShot S90
6mm, 1/800th @ f/5, ISO 80

The strong color and geometry of the
umbrella help make this image interesting.
Looking for unique ways to capture an
ordinary scene will help develop your eye
as a photographer.

There’s no rule that says you have to hold
the camera completely level. This image
captures more of the sky, which balances
well with the orange umbrella. You can
create many images from the same location
if you’re looking for them.

This beautiful shot was captured from a
moving car during the drive home. Always
be looking for images and be prepared to
capture them and share the world as you
see it.

How you see the world is more important than what you use 		
to capture it. The camera is only a tool to help share your vision.

Using a compact, point-and-shoot camera

Staircase
Canon PowerShot S90
6mm, 1/1600th @ f/5.6, ISO 320
Good composition always creates an
interesting photograph. The curve of the
staircase draws the eye up the dark stairs
leading to the palm tree and sky. The shaded
wall on the right doesn’t compete for our
attention and the line of the handrail also
helps lead the eye up the stairs. Think about
how a viewer will interact with your photo.
That’s more important than the tools you use.
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