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Having my camera 
with me and ready to 
go - already pre-set for 
shooting on a sunny 
day - allowed me to 
capture this paraglider 
when he suddenly 
appeared over the 
shoreline.

1 - Expect the Unexpected… 

Always carry your camera with you, and have it pre-set for the current lighting 
conditions. This is such an obvious tip and yet, so many photographers fumble around 
when setting up their camera and miss that once-in-a-lifetime shot!


Before you pack your camera away at the end of the day always recharge its battery and 
reset its controls to their standard settings. That way, when the next photo opportunity 
presents itself, your camera will be ready to go instantly. 


Learn to expect the unexpected, since photo opportunities can happen at any moment. 
If you have your camera with you - and it's already set for the current lighting conditions 
- you will have a much better chance of catching that fleeting image. 
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This beautiful setting 
made it tempting to 
step back and include 
all the autumn 
colours, but 
concentrating on the 
young boy’s face 
made for a stronger 
portrait.

“If your photographs aren’t good enough, you’re not 
close enough.” 

 - ROBERT CAPA

2 - Get Close… Then Get Closer… 

The photographer Robert Capa once said “If your photographs aren’t good enough, 
you’re not close enough.” The next time you take someone’s photograph move in just a 
little bit closer before you press the shutter button. And then do it again. Getting closer 
to your subject is the best way to make your portraits more compelling and intimate. 
Getting in close helps isolate the subject from the background and reveals subtle details 
in your subject’s expression, clothing and pose.
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Placing the 
horizon line in the 
bottom third of 
this photo and the 
little lighthouse to 
the left of center 
strengthens this 
twilight 
composition.

3 - Good Things Come in… Thirds… 

Imagine the evenly spaced lines of a tic-tac-toe board superimposed on your camera’s 
viewfinder - two vertical lines, and two horizontal. Now, try placing your subject on one of 
these four lines. This will naturally move your subject away from the center of your 
photograph and will often create a more compelling composition. In the case of a portrait 
subject, try positioning the center-line of their face on one of the two vertical lines, and try 
placing their eyes on the top horizontal line. For a landscape photograph, try placing the 
horizon in the top or bottom third of the photo, rather than having it run through the center of 
the image. 


The rule of thirds, like any “rule” of composition is made to be 
broken… but it makes a great starting point for your 
compositions… 
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4 - For Better Sunsets… Get High… 

Sunsets are fickle things… you never know if the Sun will set in a blaze of glorious colour, 
or quietly slip below the horizon amid a bland mixture of muted grey tones. Clouds, haze 
and pollution all play a role in determining how spectacular a sunset (or sunrise) will be, 
but here’s a little-known trick for maximizing the impact of every sunset photo… Get high!


Rather than shooting from water-level on the shore of a lake or ocean, try getting some 
altitude by seeking a higher vantage point on a nearby cliff or hilltop - or even a tall 
building. An increase in elevation of even one or two hundred feet will make a big 
difference in your photos by emphasizing the reflected sunlight on the water and 
maximizing the impact of things like islands or boats on the water. 


Another advantage of shooting from a higher elevation is that it reveals the most colourful 
part of the sky - that thin strip right near the horizon - where the air is more dense and the 
colours are most saturated. Increasing your elevation essentially allows you to see farther in 
the distance which means you will be photographing through more atmosphere and 
therefore intensifying the sunset.

A small hilltop 
overlooking the ocean 
gave a perspective 
where I was able to 
highlight not only the 
profile of the islands 
but also the sunlight 
shining on the water.
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Laying the camera 
on the ground and 
shooting up 
towards the clear 
blue sky eliminated 
all the background 
distractions in this 
simple photograph.

“Perfection is achieved, not when there is nothing more to 
add, but when there is nothing left to take away.” 

 - ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY

5 - Simplify, simplify… 

In photography, what you leave out of an image is often more important than what you 
include. There are a number of ways to simplify your photos. Often, simply taking a different 
perspective - either higher or lower - than you normally shoot will eliminate distractions in 
the background and simplify your image. If the background is still too busy try walking 
around to the other side of your subject. There is always a vantage point that offers a 
simpler background - so seek it out. Simplifying your image helps the viewer understand 
what you feel is the most important part of your photograph.
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All the straight lines 
and right angles in 
this kitchen I shot 
for a developer 
recently meant that 
I had to be extra 
careful about 
keeping the camera 
straight and level - 
to avoid having all 
the angles look out 
of whack. 

6 - Straighten up… 

Sometimes, it’s the tiny little things that can make or break a photograph. One of the most 
simple, but very important elements - especially in photographing architectural interiors and 
exteriors - is keeping the camera perfectly straight and level. If the camera is tipped up or 
down by even a couple of degrees all the right-angle walls in the building will look out of 
level - as if the walls were falling in on themselves. Trust me, no builder wants his work to 
look like they forgot to use a level or plumb line. 


The same is true for landscape and nature photography, where having your horizon 
perfectly straight and level will instantly improve your shots.


Some higher-end cameras now come with a built-in digital level that shows if the camera is 
tipped or tilted. Or, you can place a little plastic bubble-level on the top of your camera - 
where the flash normally goes. For the best results, you really need to be using a tripod for 
these sorts of shots, but just being aware of this little tip will help improve all your 
photographs - even the hand-held ones. 
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Art historians may 
joke that “If it ain’t  
Baroque, don’t fix 
it” but this modern 
photographic 
recreation of 
Vermeer’s classic 
portrait Girl with a 
Pearl Earring 
provided many 
lessons in lighting 
and composition.

7 - Seek Inspiration… 

Plagiarism is certainly something we want to avoid, but when you are trying to learn the 
finer points of lighting and composition - especially when it comes to photographing people 
- a lot can be learned from the great artists of the past. 


Take some time to browse through some classic paintings and photographs. Keep a 
collection of those you especially like, and then try to figure out why you like them. Is it the 
subject matter? Is it the colours, or is it the lighting? Try to “reverse-engineer” the images to 
discover how they were lit, or how the subjects were posed. 


Try to re-create some classic images that you especially like, and then use what you have 
learned as a “departure point” to create something totally unique of your very own. 

“If I have seen further than others, it is by standing upon the 
shoulders of giants.” 

 - SIR ISAAC NEWTON
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Dense morning fog 
in a seaside park 
yielded this 
somewhat creepy 
image of the 
leafless trees 
“reaching out” to 
grab something. 

8 - Create some Atmosphere… 

Dense fog in a country meadow, or shafts of sunlight filtering through holes in the roof of a 
dusty old attic, or the subtle haze of incense being burned by monks in a monastery… all 
these things can add incredible “atmosphere” to your photographs, and draw the viewer in 
to your image. 


If you happen to find yourself shooting in an “atmospheric” setting, try moving around a lot 
and shooting from several different directions. Often, when things such as smoke particles, 
or even water droplets are lit from behind they become even more visible and really start to 
sparkle. 


And, if you are not lucky enough to have an atmospheric location handed to you, consider 
creating one yourself by adding a stick of incense to an interior scene, or some fog from a 
fog machine to an outdoor scene. In sunny weather, try adding a fine spray of water from a 
garden hose behind your subject - between you and the sun - so that the backlit water 
droplets can add some excitement to your portrait images.
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Many DSLR 
cameras have the 
ability to make 
multiple-exposures 
right in the camera 
- without resorting 
to stacking photos 
in Photoshop. I 
used that feature to 
create this forest 
abstract by 
combining nine 
exposures into a 
single image as I 
slowly panned up 
the trunk of the 
trees.

9 - Get a little Abstract… 

Playing with time - either by taking very long, or very short exposures, or even a series of 
exposures in quick succession - can be a great way to mix up your portfolio and add some 
interest to your photography. 


Try stopping your lens down to a very small aperture (like f22) and setting your ISO to a very 
low setting (100) to force the camera to take a long time exposure of a second or two. Try 
moving your camera in various ways during the exposure, such as panning vertically or 
horizontally, or slowly zooming the lens. 


Or, try distorting your images by photographing through the textured glass of an old 
window or door, or through the water drops on the side window of a car after a sudden rain 
shower.


These techniques can create some beautiful and often totally unexpected results. 
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Stop being so 
serious!  

For this self-
portrait I decided to 
seek out one of the 
few remaining 
merry-go-rounds in 
the local area.

10 - Have Some Fun… 

Just like a merry-go-round, what goes around comes around, so if you find yourself getting 
frustrated because you’re taking your photography a little too seriously you should consider 
taking a break and doing something fun, or even a little bit silly, with your camera. 


Rather than taking the same old vacation photos, or endlessly repeating the same photos 
at each birthday party or other family event, try to mix it up a bit. Try shooting from a low 
angle (like taking the viewpoint of your dog - near the ground) or a high vantage point (like 
shooting a portrait of someone on their balcony - but from one floor higher up).  Try panning 
your camera to capture the excitement of someone running by - while totally blurring the 
background. 


Instead of using your on-camera flash to ruin your next portrait, try to think of a novel way 
to light the image - like using a collection of candles, or a fireplace, or the light from a 
computer screen in a darkened room.  
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Exactly one year 
had passed 
between these two 
family photos, 
which were shot at 
a local heritage 
site. As you can 
see, much more 
than just the 
weather had 
changed between 
these two photos…

11 - Start a Long-Term Project… 

An old proverb recommends that the best time to plant a tree was twenty years ago, and 
the second best time is now. The same advice can be given about long-term photography 
projects. Don’t wait, start one today! 


Think of a subject that you care about and that you will be able to photograph over an 
extended period of time. It could be a friend or family member, or even yourself. If there is a 
place that you love to visit and it undergoes changes due to the passage of time - either 
seasonal change, or physical change due to construction or urban development - start 
photographing it today. 


Twenty years from now - when you look back over your portfolio of images - you will be 
thankful that you didn’t wait to start your long-term project.

“The best time to plant a tree was twenty years ago. 
The second best time is now.” 

 - CHINESE PROVERB
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Waiting around 
until well after 
sunset allowed me 
to capture this 
deep-twilight photo 
of the lights on the 
waterfront against 
a dark blue sky.

12 - Get up early... Stay up late... 

Almost everyone with a camera has photographed an impressive sunrise or sunset at some 
point in time. But if you are patient enough to hang around after sunset, you will experience 
the photographic magic known as the “Blue Hour”. The Blue Hour - a more “poetic” term 
for Civil Twilight - occurs twice each day, during dusk and dawn. It’s that fleeting time after 
sunset - or before sunrise - when the sky changes from light blue to deep indigo.


The Blue Hour is the perfect time to photograph city skylines, or a beautiful moonrise, since 
the rich blue colour in the sky creates such a pleasing backdrop.


If you own a tripod - or have some other way to steady your camera - you can extend the 
Blue Hour by taking long-exposure images of 30 seconds or more, well into the deep 
twilight that borders on pure darkness.


Times for Blue Hour (Civil Twilight) change by date and latitude, but there are a number of 
on-line resources available to predict when it will occur for your particular location. 


Or you could just get up early and stay up late...




15 Tips for Better Photos Tony Puerzer

Copyright © 2016 Bright Idea Photography �13

Ever since I was a 
kid I’ve been 
interested in the 
NASA Space 
Program, so when I 
had the opportunity 
to photograph the 
final night launch of 
the Space Shuttle 
Discovery I jumped 
at the opportunity.

13 - Have a Bucket List… 

We all have a limited number of days on this Earth so it’s important that we spend our time 
wisely. This is also true in the field of photography. You only have a limited amount of time to 
take photos - so if you’re not shooting what you love, you should ask yourself why. Every 
one of us has an inner passion and the field of photography can serve as a way of exploring 
those interests in a thoughtful and creative way.


More importantly, photography can serve as a sort of passport to grant you access to people 
and places you might otherwise never get to know. If you are fascinated by celebrities, then 
why not think of a way to shoot their portraits? If you have a deep concern for the homeless 
in your city then create a photographic project to document their unique life stories. 




15 Tips for Better Photos Tony Puerzer

Copyright © 2016 Bright Idea Photography �14

Only a fast prime 
lens is capable of 
blurring the 
background while 
rendering your 
subject tack sharp. 
I used that feature 
to great advantage 
in this photograph.

14 - Get a fast prime lens… 

I’ve specifically stayed away from gear recommendations in these tips, because the 
problem with most bad photographs is not the gear - it’s the photographer!


The one exception I’ll make is to recommend that you buy a “fast” prime lens, if you don’t 
already own one. It’s the single piece of camera gear that can give your images that 
“professional” look. It creates images that are almost cinematic in appearance, and there’s 
no way to fake that look using an inexpensive telephoto zoom lens or Photoshop. 


You simply need a prime lens.


A 50mm prime lens, with an f-stop of 1.8 or lower (e.g. f1.4) will allow you to shoot in lower 
light, and blur your backgrounds while leaving your subject tack sharp. It takes practice to 
use it well, but it’s definitely worth the effort.
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One of the first 
photo workshop I 
took was with the 
legendary New 
York photographer 
Jay Maisel.

15 - Take a Class or Workshop… 

If you’re feeling the need to better understand your camera, or to try a new style of 
photography, then a class or workshop might be just the ticket to achieve better photos. 
Certainly, it will introduce new ways of thinking about your photos and help you hone your 
photographic skills - by getting you to think outside your current comfort zone and to try 
new techniques and subject matter. If you’re a budding photographer, a multi-day 
workshop is also a great way to quickly build your online portfolio of images.


“Better than a thousand days of diligent study is one 
day with a great teacher.” 

 - JAPANESE PROVERB
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About the Author 

Tony Puerzer 


Tony Puerzer – the owner of Bright Idea Photography – is a Nanaimo, BC professional 
photographer and educator who brings fine art craftsmanship and a documentary style to 
architecture, food, and portrait photography. Highly sensitive to the environment, Tony 
documents settings ranging from the intimate to the extravagant, while discreetly maintaining a 
light presence throughout the session.


If you are interested in taking personal one-on-one workshops from Tony please feel free to give 
him a call. 


(250) 802-2408
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