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Eagle River below Polar Bear and Eagle Peaks. 
This was our home valley for nearly 18 years.
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Lauri DeYoung on Alta Via 1 in the 
Dolomites of Italy

For Lauri. None of this would be possible without 
your love and support.
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                                  Introduction: Why Alaska?

The tenets of a good landscape image that I talk about in this guide are 
applicable anywhere, not just Alaska. I’ve travelled and photographed all 
over western North America and beyond for decades and no place captures 
my imagination more than the Alaskan landscape. The Last Frontier is 
where I cut my teeth as a pro photographer and where my career evolved, 
resulting in thousands of published images. I am just as motivated today to 
make new Alaskan landscape images as I was my first year there in 1988.

6Sunset behind Denali and the Alaska Range



Big rugged mountains, colorful endless tundra and forest ecosystems, glaciers and lots 
of waterways and coastline are what I love most about Alaska. That comes with a price. 
All those glaciers, rivers, lakes and wetlands are there for a reason. Alaska, especially 
the coastal mountains, is a wet place, and most of the state has a predominantly cloudy 
climate. Clouds and precipitation directly affect light which is the key ingredient in any 
outdoor photo and cloudy wet periods can last weeks. Light is the biggest challenge to 
successful Alaskan photography. It seems like the light is either awful or nothing short 
of magical and rarely anything in between.


Denali from the south side at sunrise
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What makes a successful landscape image?


Landscape images that are award winners, wall hangers or showcased in publications share 
a common set of properties. They are:

 

1.  Exquisite light - a magical, ethereal, or colorful glow that showcases the subject. 
2.  Simplicity in design that maximizes impact and evokes emotion. 
3.  Flawless camera execution capturing maximum information, sharpness and detail.  
 

A good landscape image should be more than just a reference shot of a specific place. It 
should create a feeling, emotion or tell a story.
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Byers Lake in fall, Denali State Park



To help remember the 3 key components of a 
successful landscape image I use the acronym 
LCD: Light, Camera, Design. LCD seems easy 
enough for photographers to remember since all 
of our digital cameras have one. Just like a tripod 
where all three legs must be solid in order for the 
tripod to work, all three of these components, 
LCD, must come together for a successful 
landscape image.  	
 	

LCD: Light, Camera, Design

9 On assignment in Denali National Park, Thorofare Pass



Just how important is light and design? Compare this image to the next image shot at the same spot. This shot of a superlative 
subject, Denali, our continent’s highest mountain, was made with top professional equipment. Denali isn’t showcased here. It 

doesn’t occupy enough space to have the impact it should and the light is dull and flat. There is too much dark tundra with 
uninteresting horizontal lines. The foreground water is an empty void. Overall it suffers from poor light, design and composition.  

10



This image from the same spot has better light and design. I had Denali occupy more space and used more diagonal lines of 
the mountain, creating several triangles in the image. A lower point of view allowed me to include a reflection, reinforcing the 
light and shape of the mountain. Better post-processing revealed more luminance and color of the tundra, and having Lauri 

step into the scene with a shirt that echoes the tundra colors gives the image a better sense of scale.
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Spend more time finding the image than making it. Landscape photography is 
90% planning, scouting, traveling and waiting and 10% or less capturing the 
image with the camera. After a while camera execution becomes basic and 
repetitive and that’s ok. The best approach to creating captivating landscapes is 
to learn locations and subjects that present strong design elements. Really learn 
the light patterns at your favorite locations.

  

Due to Alaska’s high latitude, seasonal fluctuations of the sun are more extreme 
than they are farther south, and one must learn how light patterns differ at the 
same location in different seasons. Anticipate when high quality light will take 
place, be on location ahead of time, employ design that maximizes impact and 
lastly, execute flawless camera technique that brings home the most 
information to work with in raw processing and reveals deliberate artistic 
choices (i.e., long shutter speeds to show water motion, shallow depth of field 
to show soft foreground color wash, etc.)
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Sunrise 1: This is a blue hour shot (the first of 3 shown here) of fall colors and fresh snow on the northern Chugach 
Mountains near Tahneta Pass. I deliberately composed the shot so that most of the trees separated from the darker 

background behind them. I brought out the luminance in the fall colors in RAW processing but the image is pretty flat. We 
were just waiting for better light to evolve.
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Sunrise 2: In this shot of the same scene, the Alaskan sky often turns a beautiful pink, especially in cold air, and this warm, 
soft, indirect light makes a subtle color wash, especially over the fresh snow just as the sun was starting to hit the high 

peaks. I anticipated this based on my experience of weather and light patterns. I brought up the luminance of the trees in 
RAW processing but the color was already there.
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Sunrise 3: This is 5 minutes after sunrise on the foreground. Comparing this to the previous image with the warm, soft pink 
light you can see a significant increase in contrast between the trees and shadowed slopes behind them. While the contrast 
and light are still nice here, my preference is the previous image. For this series, I anticipated the light and was in place on 

location ready to go when the light came.
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                         Chapter 1. Light

Most photographers know that the best light is near sunrise or sunset, often 
referred to as the golden hours. However, not all golden hours result in good 
light. Certain weather patterns produce better light than others. What about 
flat overcast light, the predominant lighting condition in Alaska? When hard 
sun is my light source I generally shoot landscapes only when the sun is less 
than 10° above the horizon. During winter, this could be all day long as the 
Alaskan sun never reaches that elevation. Having some cloud cover is always 
more desirable than just plain blue sky. 
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Evening light on Denali and Alaska Range, Denali National Park
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A few minutes after midnight, July 5. 
Kenai Fjords National Park



Winter light in much of Alaska can be magic all day long. This mid-December shot taken along a lake north of Anchorage 
shows the sun at its maximum elevation for the day, about 6 degrees. I generally shoot landscapes with full sun when its 
elevation is less than 10 degrees. This means clear days from November through January have good light all day long.
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Mid-afternoon light on the Chugach Mountains and Arctic Valley near Anchorage. In December, the sun’s maximum elevation 
is 6 degrees, meaning good direct light all day long. With pink skies or colorful clouds in the golden hours, the “photo day” is 

about 6.5 hours long in mid-winter. Freezing fog often creates beautiful forests of rime ice in its wake.
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Assuming the sun is your main light source, photographers need to think about 3 things 
when looking at light: 

 

1. Position: Looking at your scene, is it frontlit (sun directly behind you), sidelit (light at a 
right angle to the scene) or backlit (shooting into the light and even including the sun in the 
frame)?  
  
2. Hardness: Hardness and harshness are determined by the sun’s elevation and what’s in 
the atmosphere between the sun and the scene. Higher sun angles without clouds/
precipitation produce harder/harsher undesirable light.  

3. Color: Color temperature is also determined by sun elevation and stuff in the atmosphere. 
The lower the sun the warmer the light, hence the “golden hour.” People respond more 
favorably to warm light than cold light. That doesn’t mean there is no place for cold light and 
soothing blue hour scenes.
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I came into photography as an Air Force trained weather forecaster and 
meteorologist. Since becoming a photographer in 1990 I have studied clouds 
and weather patterns and their impact on light. As a result, I have built up 
quite a memory bank of pattern recognition, which helps me forecast when 
and where the best light will be. To this day I remain an insatiably enthusiastic  
student of light. 


My primary weather forecast source is www.windy.com. This site and their 
free mobile app give me access to current operational models that all 
forecasts are based from and that all meteorologists use. All of this data is 
available to anyone now. The two things I love the most: Detailed forecasts for 
any place on earth, and graphical products that are easy for photographers to 
understand and use to forecast favorable light. I teach webinars once or twice 
a year on how to use Windy to forecast and find the best light.  Please check 
www.activephototours.com for current offerings.

21

http://www.windy.com
http://www.activephototours.com


My favorite landscape lighting is warm, soft indirect light, low angle 
backlight and low angle side light. My least favorite is front light with plain 
blue sky. 

Warm, soft, indirect light: This light is produced mainly by glowing, colorful clouds 
or clear skies at dawn and dusk with lots of ice crystals in the atmosphere that washes 
a warm, soft light on the landscape. During clear cold spells, stunning pink skies can 
develop in the blue hour. That pink wash can be the subject itself, but can also light a 
landscape with a subtle soft light that can be captured beautifully on digital sensors in 
RAW.	
 	
Backlight: Shooting into the sun effectively is the most difficult lighting skill to master 
and there are challenges controlling contrast but this light gives us a warm glow, 
especially on reflective or translucent subjects like water, ice, and vegetation. It also 
creates crisp edge light. The lower the sun is, and the brighter your foreground, the 
easier it is to control contrast and keep the scene within the camera’s dynamic range.	
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Warm, soft, indirect light is my favorite light for landscape photography. This light works especially well with water and light-
toned subjects like snowy mountains. In this image, the sun, still below the horizon, is lighting the mid-level clouds, which in 

turn are lighting the water. Sunrise, Turnagain Arm, near Girdwood.
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Warm, soft light from the glowing stratocumulus clouds at sunrise create a soft wash of color over the fireweed and 
Kachemak Bay near Homer.
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Cold air and clear skies often result in warm light in Alaska. Frosted spruce at -40°F in the Copper River Basin. Clear skies 
often turn a beautiful pastel pink in very cold air full of ice crystals. This is my favorite lighting scenario even if I can stand to 

have my hands exposed to this extreme cold for only a minute or two.
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I love backlight and the glow it creates and frequently look for landscape compositions that really work in backlight. 
Reflective, translucent and light-toned subjects almost always work in backlight. This iceberg in Kenai Fjords National Park 
fit the bill. Shot with my trusty 70-200mm lens, I left the sun just outside the frame to create the warm color wash. I am also 
programmed to find warm/cold color juxtapositions in my landscapes. This shot was used for an AT&T corporate calendar. 
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Putting the sun in your image is classic backlighting. It works best when the sun is low on the horizon and partially blocked, 
and when you have light-toned reflective surfaces. When including the sun, lens choice is critical as not all lenses are equal, 

with some producing too much flare in backlit images. I have a favorite lens specifically for shooting into the sun with 
minimal flare: the Canon EF16-35mm f/4 L.
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In this backlit scene, the sun already sank behind Penguin Ridge seen in background right. The sky was dramatic and 
colorful, creating warm, soft, indirect light on the water but the lupines were dark. To make the light on the lupine match the 

rest of the scene, I used two Speedlites with warming gels, placed as far away from the camera as possible to make the most 
even spread of light on the flowers.
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Sidelight: If the sun will illuminate a landscape right at sunrise or sunset, I prefer to 
shoot with light coming in 90 degrees camera left or right vs straight behind me.  
Sidelight gives more depth and texture than front light. Blue sky above frontlit subjects 
tends to wash out, whereas blue sky above sidelit subjects can be darkened and 
saturated with a polarizer.  (Remember, polarizers work best at right angles to the light 
source.)	
 	
Frontlight: Light over your shoulder at sunrise and sunset can create saturated warm 
colors that occasionally carry an image but lack depth for two reasons: the lack of 
shadows and depth and pale skies behind the subject that can’t be darkened with a 
polarizer. Your own shadow can appear in the foreground even with low angle front 
light. 
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The first light hitting Denali from Byers Lake in Denali State Park is coming in from camera right at about 45 degrees with just 
enough sidelight to create rich textures and some depth with nice shadow lines. Using sidelight also allows more sky 

saturation with a polarizer since they work best at right angles to the sun. 

30



As rarely as Denali is visible I am always delighted to see it and photograph it. This image is about an hour later from the 
previous shot. You can see here that the direct frontlight really lacks shadow, depth  and color compared to the previous 

frame which was sidelit. The sky in frontlit shots like this is often pale and a polarizer won’t darken the sky.
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It rained for three days prior to this shot along the Denali Highway. The storm system cleared overnight, resulting in great clearing 
storm light at sunrise. When shooting first or last light I’m always looking for sidelight, somewhere between 45 and 90 degrees to 

the camera. This gives the best textures, colors and a little sense of a three dimensional look. The foreground tundra line was 
intentionally made into a diagonal instead of horizontal to offset and compliment the triangle shape of the mountain range and 

reflection. 
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Compare this image to the next showing the difference in lighting position on the same scene in different seasons. In this 
autumn view of the Matanuska River and north slopes of the Chugach Mountains, sidelight from camera left with a pleasing 
mix of highlight and shadow illuminates this scene. In sidelight, I often use a circular polarizer to strengthen color saturation 

and contrast. 
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Sidelight on this same view of the Matanuska River is not possible in winter due to the extreme seasonal variations of the sun’s 
position at this latitude. Since backlight is my only choice with this view in winter, I chose to include the sun in my shot. 

Fortunately, backlight works with winter scenes as snow, nature’s best reflector, helps bounce light into shadowed areas. 
Sometimes lenses yield a lot more flare than others. To reduce flare I didn’t use any filter. Polarizers are not helpful in backlight. 
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What conditions generate the best golden and blue hour light? 	
 	
The best light is almost always found on the edge of major storm systems and 
sometimes during storm cycles with “sucker holes,” where the sun pokes out briefly 
between cloud breaks, spotlights something, and makes the surrounding clouds even 
darker and more dramatic. These occurrences are often brief and photographers need 
to be in place and ready to shoot. The leading edge of an incoming system at sunrise 
and more often clearing storms at either sunrise or sunset produce the most dramatic 
light, colors and clouds. A key component of dramatic approaching or clearing 
storm light at or near sunrise or sunset is that there must be clear air where the 
sun is rising or setting. 
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This September shot from Lost Lake Trail on the Kenai Peninsula is from sunrise on the dawn of an approaching front. A mix 
of altostratus and altocumulus (mid-level clouds) turned a brilliant color before sunrise. I saw potential for this based on the 

forecast several days ahead of time. We did an overnight backpack trip here to catch this sunrise. The patch of red bearberry 
in my foreground was a deliberate design choice to create a repeating, similar color seen in the sky.
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We hiked up this ridge in Chugach State Park near Anchorage, during a robust rain shower. We camped here hoping to catch 
first light on Anchorage in the morning. Strong evaporative cooling from the heavy rain produced fog and low clouds below 

us. When the storm cleared the backlit low clouds advanced upslope and thinned, creating a nice glow near sunset at 10 PM 
in mid-August.
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Storms don’t always come from the west in Alaska. Sometimes they come in and clear from the east. This was the case on 
this fall morning in Broad Pass in the Alaska Range. Colorful altocumulus clouds and morning fog with fall colors made for a 

nice clearing storm scenario. 
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Underlit cumulus clouds from dissipating rainshowers over the eastern Alaska Range south of the Denali Highway are 
reflecting warm, soft light on the shadowed areas in the image, while the last minutes of direct sun illuminate the highest 

peaks. This is my favorite landscape light.
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Fog and stratus clouds are a common aftermath of clearing precipitation events. 
Because of this, interesting and textured low clouds often linger after a clearing storm 
and dance below and in-between mountains. Lingering clouds underlit by a low sun act 
as reflectors and diffusers that can bounce warm light back onto your subject in 
sidelight or backlight for even more colorful and dramatic light. The atmosphere is often 
cleanest with a clearing storm delivering crisp visibility and great detail on grand 
panoramic style landscapes. Fog is usually a welcome design enhancement to a 
landscape image. Getting above it or to the edges of the fog bank are where the good 
images are, especially when fog interacts with sunlight. 	
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Alaska has a lot of wetlands and wet tundra. Clear skies at night with all this low-level moisture, especially in the fall with 
lengthening nights, almost always produces shallow fog in the morning.  If it's clear where the sun will rise, there's a good 

chance the fog will glow with sidelight or backlight.
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Many times, dramatic low clouds cling to mountainsides following long periods of precipitation. This was the case late in the 
day in Tracy Arm in Southeast Alaska. The day started bleak and rainy. Later that afternoon I started seeing the clearing 

storm evolve. Unfortunately we were on a tour boat and couldn’t stay until sunset when I might have seen more color in the 
sky.
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Clearing skies to the northwest allowed the evening sun to illuminate Polar Bear and Eagle Peaks in the Chugach Mountains 
above Eagle River. The lingering cumulus clouds in this clearing storm are underlit enhancing the warm light hitting the 

peaks. This is the kind of clearing storm light I’m always on the lookout for.
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Fair weather middle and high clouds  


Storm cycles aren’t the only producers of glowing clouds and warm, soft light. Fair 
weather high clouds predictably turn into dramatic warm colors in the blue hour as 
long as there are clear skies where the sun is rising or setting. With an abundance of 
waterways in Alaska, I can further showcase glowing colorful high clouds using 
reflections to repeat the beautiful sky colors. 
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Fair weather high clouds like this dense cirrus at dawn over Valdez Arm produce great colors to photograph. This is the 
warm, soft indirect light I like best. In order for a photo to work with this light, I look for strong, graphic lines, like the rugged 

Chugach Mountains. Reflections reinforce the sky colors. I don’t even mind the industrial lights of the fish hatchery and 
terminus for the Alaska Pipeline. This was shot on assignment for the Alaska Ferry System.
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Fair weather middle clouds, in this case lenticular clouds or mountain wave clouds, light up in the transition between golden 
and blue hours above Denali and the Alaska Range from Wonder Lake in Denali National Park. When the sky is cloud free 

where the sun is setting or rising, middle and high clouds usually turn beautiful warm colors.
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Can you still make good landscape images in flat overcast light-Alaska’s most prominent 
lighting condition?	Yes, you can!

 	
Scenes with overcast skies and precipitation can work if:


1.	Strong color contrast dominates a majority of your image.	
2.	Moody and/or dark textured clouds exist or you eliminate the sky all together. 
3.	Breaks in clouds produce moody, selectively lit subjects. 
 	
If you don’t have these ingredients present, flat light images fail. Panoramic style 
landscapes, especially those with large foregrounds of open water will most certainly fail. 
Snow covered peaks against white sky result in poor separation and diminished impact.	
 	
In Alaska, wet wildflowers, fall foliage, flowing water, forest interiors and glacial ice details all 
photograph well in flat light. The key is to keep bright, featureless sky out of your images. 
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This shot of Mint Valley near Hatcher Pass fails for several reasons. The main reason is the subject and composition do not  
work in the flat featureless lighting. Secondly, there’s not enough fireweed up close to create impact, and lastly, the clouds 

are not dark, moody or textured. Shooting in High Definition Range (HDR) to get more out of the clouds would not have 
helped. They are just featureless and obscured by the rain. I needed another solution. 
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This shot is from the same area above Mint Valley, except this time, I made the fireweed more dominant in the foreground, 
creating more impact. I made sure nothing extended above the mountain skyline so I could make a clean mask of the sky in 
post-processing to bring out more texture and detail in the clouds. On location, I verified that detail was there in the sky with 

my histogram even though the LCD made the sky look blown out.
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Waterfalls and flowers such as these fireweed below Bridal Veil Falls in Keystone Canyon near Valdez photograph well in flat 
light and rain.
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Grand landscapes are challenging in flat, overcast light and usually don’t work. This scene had enough color and contrast 
separation of poplar trees and distant tundra to make them pop. The peaks have nice diagonal lines and the stratus clouds 
below the summits show separation and illusion of height. The stratocumulus clouds above had enough detail and texture 

that could be revealed in post-processing.
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Glacier ice looks bluer in flat light with overcast skies. For flat light, my go-to lens is a telephoto or telephoto zoom. Long 
lenses help eliminate featureless skies. Harbor seals at Sawyer Glacier in Southeast Alaska.
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Breaks in clouds during storm cycles, often referred to as “sucker holes,” can result in nice selective light as seen here in the 
Chugach Mountains. Following a vigorous rainshower, a splash of sun shined on the foreground tundra. It also backlit the 

stratus clouds and made the sky above the background mountain look more ominous. This lasted only a few minutes before 
all of the landscape returned to flat light.
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Hard sun and clear blue sky is my least favorite lighting scenario, especially in the 
summer months. The only thing I really shoot mid-day in hard sun is aerials. Shooting 
down on large bodies of water with a high sun angle and blue sky makes the water 
look really blue. During summer, several clear days in a row often lead to airmass 
stagnation and reduced visibility, especially from wildfires. This puts the kibosh on 
decent landscape photography. Hard sun in mid-winter is a different story. It can be 
captivating, especially in arctic air as ice crystals in the lower atmosphere can create 
some magical warm-light color washes.	
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The only condition in Alaska where hard mid-day sun works during summer months is shooting down, as in this scene of 
Kodiak Island. Shooting down on large bodies of water in mid day helps draw out the deep blues.
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Clear days in winter during arctic air can produce warm color washes at sunrise and sunset. Cold, clear air can contain 
enough ice crystals that scatter the light into warm washes when the sun is low on the horizon, as in this December scene of 

snowshoeing at Turnagain Pass.
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Winter sunset 1: Direct sun in very cold, clean air can produce rich, warm colors and alpenglow even in the absence of 
clouds. This warm, soft indirect light can continue past sunset (or start before sunrise) into the blue hour. This happens 

anywhere with winter temperatures but it happens a lot in Alaska. The biggest challenge is keeping my hands warm. Near 
sunset, it was -10°F at Tahneta Pass on this early March day.

57



Winter sunset 2: Cold air delivers beautiful pink skies directly opposite from the setting sun. Ice crystals in arctic air cause 
backscattering, bouncing light back toward the light source, a rich, orange sunset sky, directly behind me. When shooting in 

winter, with cold air and clear skies, I always anticipate these colors and arrive early and stay late to capture these hues. 
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Winter sunset 3: As the light continues to wane we can see the Belt of Venus. The blue deep below the faint pink wash is the 
earth casting its own shadow upward, creating the belt. In many parts of Alaska you don’t see this when too close to 

mountains. 
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Winter sunset 4: With fresh snow and crisp, cold air we can still see decent, directional light that is still creating textures even 
into the blue hour. 
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Several days of clear, hot weather in summer isn’t always the best thing for landscape shooting. Airmass stagnation, 
especially if wildfire smoke is present, can ruin otherwise crisp visibility. This was the case on this view of Denali above 

Wonder Lake. Knowing how crisp the Mountain can look from here, the smoke really diminishes the quality of light. Wildfires 
started by natural causes are part of the Alaska ecology and should be factored into planning for landscape photography. 
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Normal clearing storm visibility on Denali and the Alaska Range from Wonder Lake.
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A case study of light on Denali  


Many subjects usually have the best light only at one end of the day. Denali (aka “the 
Mountain”), North America’s highest peak, when photographed from the south has 
better sunrise and morning light. First light hits the peak 30 minutes before published 
sunrise creating beautiful alpenglow when the Mountain is fully visible. (See Denali 1)


The summer sun sets behind Denali and the Alaska Range. (See Denali 2)  Even though 
Denali is perpetually snow covered, a clear sky sunset (backlit) shot lacks luster and 
detail on the peaks and landscape below it. 


There are always exceptions. Fair weather high clouds can create a warm, soft, indirect 
light on Denali from the south side at sunset. The warm-colored cloud cover bounces 
subtle light on the shadowed peak giving more detail and color than what you would 
see with cloudless skies. (See Denali 3)  


The point is, learn when colorful clouds can create a good shot on a location not 
normally known to photograph well in backlight. Don’t lock yourself into thinking that a 
certain scene only photographs well at one end of the day. There are always 
exceptions.
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Denali 1: This is first light on Denali from the south side. Official sunrise is still 30 minutes away but hits the summits much 
earlier. I factor this in to my arrival time. Denali, 45 miles away rises 19,000’ above this vantage point. The cirrus clouds 

predictably added warmth to the first light on the peaks. I came here on this specific morning for a sunrise shoot based on a 
favorable forecast of scattered high clouds I saw on windy.com.
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Denali 2: Sunset over the Alaska Range and Chulitna River with Denali on the right. The thin cirrus clouds were not extensive 
enough to create warm, soft light when they turned color after sunset. I could have improved this image with the use of a 3-

stop, graduated neutral density filter, had the high clouds been more extensive and created more color. 
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Denali 3: On a different day, close to where the first 2 images were made, I saw widespread high clouds and predicted they 
would turn color after sunset, creating potential for a decent evening shot of Denali, which normally has better morning light. 
The colorful cirrus clouds added warmth and detail to the shadowed side of Denali. I chose a water foreground to reinforce 

the warm colors from the clouds. The trumpeter swans were an added bonus. 

66



The most magical light in Alaska


I’ve photographed all over Alaska: the Southeast Panhandle, the Bering Sea Coast 
and Alaska Peninsula, Southcentral and Interior, and the far reaches of the Brooks 
Range where its mountains come closest to the Arctic Ocean. The mountains may 
be more rugged and prominent farther south but the magical, ethereal, summer 
arctic light is like nothing I’ve seen anywhere else. Hiking or paddling at night, with 
no regard for time, in an endless Arctic, bathed in warm light, makes for the most 
memorable wilderness trips.
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From our last camp on the Kongakut River in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge we hiked 3 hours to overlook the Arctic 
Ocean from the northernmost foothills of the Brooks Range. Fog covered the Arctic Ocean. In early July the sun never sets 

and this was the view at 1:30 AM. The most magical light I’ve seen is in the Arctic. Even with 24 hours of summer daylight the 
sun's elevation remains low enough to produce good light all day and night.
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This is facing the other direction from the previous image. The Brooks Range above the Kongakut River is bathed in 3:00 AM  
light while we hiked back to camp along the river below.
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From the early days. Last light on Mt. Igikpak, 8570’, Brooks Range on a 
self-supported 21-day canoe trip on the Noatak River, Gates of the Arctic 
National Park. August, 1997. Only access is by bush plane.



                                  Chapter 2. Camera

71
Photographing sunrise during a workshop, Denali Highway
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Tundra fall colors in the Alaska Range, 
Denali Highway



Here are a couple of things to think about. A perfectly exposed, perfectly focused 
boring image will always be a boring image. There’s a lot more to a great landscape 
image than nailing your focus and exposure. That alone doesn’t make a subject 
worth looking at. It really hurts to have gone through all the effort to find a great 
subject in great light, employ solid design and end up with an unusable, unprintable 
image because of poor technique or low quality gear. 


You don’t need a lot of gear to create great landscape images. You should have the 
highest quality camera body you can afford. Ergonomics count as much as sensor 
size. Is it easy to use and change all the functions you regularly use? A camera for 
landscape photography doesn’t need a high performance focusing system or a fast 
drive mode. Lens quality counts, big time, as do filters. All of your gear, including 
your tripod and filters, should be durable, top quality, easy to use and quick and easy 
to set up and take down. It is possible to have a minimal camera outfit for landscape 
shooting without sacrificing performance or image quality. Remember, there is more 
to image quality than the megapixel count of your sensor.  
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According to my histogram this image has a good exposure with no blown-out highlights or shadows. It’s also sharp from 
near to far. Yawn! It’s still a boring image. There is no great color, light or design and no clear center of interest. It’s just a 

technically well done snapshot made with with pro-level camera gear.
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Camera technique for landscape photography is fairly simple, straightforward and 
often repetitive. Most photographers use aperture priority or manual exposure modes 
and there is merit in using either depending upon the lighting. If you are going after 
the best light for landscapes as outlined in chapter 1 and going for maximum depth 
of field then you should be using a tripod. One day, image stabilization may result in 
tack-sharp images with long lenses at very slow shutter speed but we are not there 
yet.  	
 	
Mastering landscape photography is more than just gear, technique, and post 
processing. Mastering technique is not vision. Vision, which is about how you 
generate ideas and how you use light and design to create impactful imagery, is 
where you grow and stand out as a landscape photographer. Mastering camera 
operation is important; however, you should focus more on the other two 
components of good landscapes, light and design, as discussed in this guide.
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HOW you use your camera matters more than WHAT camera you use. Camera technique is NOT vision. It’s only used to 
reveal your vision. With solid light and design knowledge and skills, you can make decent images with any camera.
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The Two Most Important Camera Techniques for Landscape Photography 
 	
 1. Hyperfocal focusing: control over depth of field. Learning hyperfocal focusing 
is a critical skill. With people and animal photography you are most concerned with a 
single point of focus, usually eyes and face. With landscapes you are focusing for a 
zone of acceptably sharp focus from near to far so the exact focus distance you set 
your lens can be harder to determine. Say you have a row of flowers 5’ away, and 
your background is a mountain range across the valley. To render both the flowers (at 
5’) and mountain (at infinity) sharp, your focus point will be out in empty space 
between the flowers and mountain. What you choose to render sharp and blurry 
should be deliberate and calculated. Don’t leave anything to chance. There are plenty 
of tutorials and guides that explain hyperfocal focusing and the relationship between 
lens focal length, aperture, and depth of field so I won’t recreate them here.   
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The important point is to learn to accurately determine your zone of sharp focus for 
each scenario. Regardless of chosen aperture and focus point, you don’t see your 
true zone of sharp focus simply by looking through your viewfinder or LCD. You need 
other tools to determine your zone of focus and there are several. 


The best way and tried and true method to see the zone of sharp focus before you hit 
the shutter is to use your depth of field preview button and fine tune your focus 
manually until you are sure you have the zone of sharp focus you desire. (I rarely use 
auto focus for landscape photography.) I use this method because it's visual and I 
can actually see the changes in real time. Peaking colors, common on mirrorless 
bodies, are just visually confusing to me and depth of field tables from PhotoPills (a 
popular photography app with sun and moon data and so much more) should be 
tested before trusting them. In the past, stopping your lens down to f/16 using your 
depth of field preview made the viewfinder dark and it took some practice to look 
beyond the darkened viewfinder to see your true zone of sharp focus. Today, my 
mirrorless Canon R5 maintains full brightness of my viewfinder when I use the depth 
of field preview making it easier to see my zone of focus. 
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In this image of fall colors on the tundra above Matanuska Glacier, I wanted everything sharp from near to far. The tundra is 
5’ from me and the glacier and mountains are at infinity. There is nothing to focus on in between. The best way to solve this 

was to focus the lens with my depth of field preview button pressed until I could see both foreground and background sharp. 
I also bracketed my focus point to make sure I maximized my odds of getting a sharp image throughout. 
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Not every image needs to be sharp from near to far, especially close-ups and portraits. Nature’s beauty often looks better 
with bokeh. Unfortunately, not all lenses deliver pro results at or near maximum aperture, often referred to as “wide open,” 

which is what we use to create creamy bokeh. Invest in quality lenses that deliver pro results throughout the entire aperture 
range.
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When photographing wildlife, don’t always just focus on the animal. Look for environmental portrait opportunities. Take the 
time to determine what else will be sharp in the image. With a 70mm lens and the bear rather small, I felt the shot would 

suffer if the mountain was too soft. I wanted the lupines, the bear and mountain all sharp. To get there I had to shoot at f/22 
and focus between the flowers and bear. 
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2. Careful exposure to capture maximum detail. Only the histogram can verify 
this. Bringing out the most of what you captured on location in post-processing is 
part of the art of landscape photography. Exposure-wise, your primary goal is to 
make sure you did not clip any shadows or highlights, so you have maximum detail 
to work with in post-processing. This is verified only by the histogram and not the 
LCD, since the LCD brightness can be changed on most cameras as a menu 
function. Your histogram will not change with different viewfinder brightness levels. 


A couple of important points to remember - the human eye can accept total shadow 
without detail (think “pitch-black”) but we can’t as easily accept highlights without 
detail (except for the center of the sun perhaps), so parts of a person’s skin, bald 
white sky, and even snow with no detail just doesn’t cut it. That said, if 90% of your 
image is poorly lit and underexposed just to preserve highlights, chances are you 
need to reconsider your lighting choice and/or exposure calculation. Learn the 
“expose to the right” principle. 


The main purpose of "expose to the right" is to capture the most pixel information 
possible for the best outcomes in RAW processing. Truthfully, you won't need this for 
most uses of your images. If you ever decide to print something big, then you will 
notice the difference and be thankful for establishing the good habit of maximizing 
pixel information on every shot.
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Creative Shutter Speed 

Landscape photographers often use slow shutter speeds for creative effects. The 
most common creative shutter speed use is showing flowing water and rendering it 
as silky smooth. There is no one shutter speed that works. The optimum shutter 
depends on the speed and volume of the water. Shutter speeds that are too slow 
may end up showing a sea of white with lack of definition in the flowing water. The 
best approach is to bracket shutter speeds. I generally start at 1/8 second and go 
slower from there. I can decide in post-production which shutter speed gives the 
best artistic rendition. 


I also use slow shutters for other things like fast moving clouds and even to show 
wind. When shooting a field of flowers in the wind, instead of getting frustrated 
waiting for the wind to stop I intentionally use a slow shutter to show the wind. Using 
slow shutters is not possible without a tripod and having some sort of light blocking 
filter is a big help.
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A Field of lupines sways in the wind along Turnagain Arm at sunset. Instead of getting frustrated with the wind waiting for a 
calm period  to render all the flowers sharp, my design choice was to use a long shutter speed (2 seconds) and deliberately 

show the motion of the flowers instead.
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I used a 10-second exposure thanks to my trusty Breakthrough Photography X-4 Dark CPL - a combination of a circular 
polarizer and 6-stop neutral density filter to smooth out the motion of ice floes moving from left to right with the outgoing 

tide. This shot would not have been possible without a tripod. Turnagain Arm near Girdwood.
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In order to get detail in the water and NOT render it a featureless white I bracketed my shutter speeds. 1 second resulted in 
the look I liked best. Polarizers are not just for darkening blue skies. They work anytime you are photographing water and 

wet vegetation. Virgin Creek in Girdwood shot during light rain.
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Lens Choice for Landscape Photography 
 	
Choice of lens affects both technical quality and image design so I am putting this 
discussion in between Camera and Design.	
 	
Most shooters use the extremes of their lens’s aperture range when making images.  
You use f/16 and f/22 for maximum depth of field and “wide open,” which varies with 
lens design but is usually in the f/4 to f/2.8 range for minimum depth of field, which is 
sometimes more desirable. Shooting at extreme ends of your aperture can cause 
image quality loss. At f/22, diffraction can cause noticeable softness and at the wide-
open end you can see significant image softness in the corners. If you are serious 
about landscape photography buy only high-quality lenses that deliver professional 
results at all aperture ranges. Kit lenses and extreme zooms with slow maximum 
apertures often fall short in delivering great results throughout the whole range of 
apertures and focal lengths. Basically, you get what you pay for. Invest in top-quality 
high-performance glass. For most landscape work, two lenses, a wide to normal 
zoom, and a medium telephoto zoom are all you need these days.	
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From a design standpoint, lens choice has a profound effect on what is emphasized 
in an image, and choosing how to emphasize your main subject is a critical design 
skill. Don’t get caught in the paradigm that wide angle lenses are only for landscape 
photography and telephoto lenses are only for wildlife or sports.  


Wide angle lenses only work if the center of interest in the image is close to the 
camera and takes up a significant portion of your frame.  The exception is the sky, 
which is not close to the camera. If the sky is your main subject, it needs to 
command interest. Wide angle lenses can take distant subjects that your naked eye 
finds interesting and push them too far away to have any impact. If there is no 
interesting foreground close to the camera, use a telephoto lens.  


I shoot more Alaskan landscapes with a long lens than I do with a wide angle lens. I 
love telephoto lens compression and how it brings distant foreground and 
background closer together. Using telephoto lenses for landscape work requires 
more careful technique. Magnifying the scene with a telephoto lens also magnifies 
camera shake or refraction waves on a hot day that can ruin an image. You can fix 
camera shake with faster shutter speeds. Not much can be done about heat 
refraction waves. Fortunately, there are not too many days in Alaska where refraction 
waves kill image sharpness. Depth of field is narrower with longer focal length lenses 
and requires a bit more careful calculation to get a deep zone of sharp focus.  	
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My go-to lens for most Alaskan landscapes, especially in harsh or flat light, is a 70-200mm lens. The only 
filter I use with regularity is a circular polarizer. I still use graduated ND filters but less frequently today as 

dynamic range on digital sensors has increased, as have the capabilities of RAW processing tools. 
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200mm view of a melting iceberg arch with a circular polarizer to help reduce glare and saturate blue 
colors. Knik Glacier.
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20mm lens at f/16. The Alaska Range from the Denali Highway has some impressive big peaks but they are distant. On 
this overcast day the light for capturing big peaks was not favorable. The tundra colors were amazing, so my solution was to 
use a wide angle because I had a strong center of interest very close to the camera to fill the frame. The heart-shaped rock 

was within 3 feet of the camera. 
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200mm at f/16. When the light is favorable, I am able to, with a telephoto lens, showcase some of the big peaks of the 
Alaska Range as seen from the Denali Highway with the same tundra fall colors as the previous image.
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400mm at f/16 for even more exaggerated compression of tundra foreground and high peaks.
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Michael’s Gear	
 	
I used to be one of those guys that carried a 40 pound camera pack everywhere, 
prepared for any contingency. But all that gear became my ball and chain. Without 
sacrificing quality or performance, I am now more minimalist with my gear. My 
mottos are: Carry less, shoot more. Go light and mobile. I want all of my gear, 
including bags, filters and tripods, to be durable, easy to access and put away, easy 
to set up and take down and easy to use.  

 	
For Alaska landscapes I rarely see a need for anything wider than a 24mm lens (in full 
frame). I do have a 16-35mm f/4 for the occasional need for a wider and more exotic 
angle. For night work, which is mainly the aurora borealis, I use a 20mm f/2.8 prime 
lens. I  use a telephoto for night sky work when the situation calls for it. In fact, some 
of my best aurora images were made with a 70-200mm lens.	
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Aurora display above Denali (right), Mt. Hunter and Mt. Foraker of the Alaska Range as seen from the south side. Since the 
aurora was low on the horizon, and to draw a little more attention to Alaska’s highest peak, I used a 70-200mm /f4 lens for 

this image vs my normal night sky lens, a 20mm /f2.8 prime lens.
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My current Alaskan Landscape Setup	
 	

Camera: Canon R5 with Really Right Stuff custom 

                 Arca-Swiss L-plate.


Lenses: Canon RF 24-105mm f/4 and RF 100-500mm f/
4.5-7.1. 


 	
Lights: 2 Canon 600RT II Speedlites with Magmod gels and 

honeycomb grid.


Filters: Breakthrough Photography magnetic circular 
polarizer and magnetic circular polarizer combined with a 
6-stop ND - great for flowing water and moving clouds.  
Breakthrough Photography X-4 holder and various 
graduated ND filters.	

 	
This outfit covers 95% of my photography and easily fits in a 
Think Tank Speed Racer fanny/shoulder pack. For 
backcountry shoots I carry my gear in Hyperlite Mountain Gear 
packs and their Camera Pod. 


Another good lens combo for Alaskan landscapes I used for 
many years is: 24-70mm f/4 and 70-200mm f/4 and at times 
400mm f/4. 	

 	

Me with a Hyperlite Mountain Gear 
pack and camera pod



My general-purpose tripods are: Really Right Stuff Versa series with 3 leg 
extensions with a Really Right Stuff BH-40 ballhead. This tripod outfit is 15 years 
old and after being abused and treated badly it still works flawlessly. It weighs 4.5 
pounds. My second tripod I really love but it’s just a little short for me is the 
Colorado Tripod Company’s 2-Series Centennial. This is a very well made, sturdy, 
medium weight, all-purpose tripod with Arca-Swiss compatible head. It’s only 3.5 
pounds.


Specialty tripods: I still have a 10 pound behemoth Gitzo 400-series carbon fiber 
tripod with Arca-Swiss B2 head that supports a huge telephoto lens. For 
backpacking and travel I really like the Benro Tortoise 1-series columnless that’s a 
little less than 3 pounds. 	
 	
Camera/Lens - tripod interface: Most nature shooters use the Arca-Swiss 
system for mounting a camera or lens to their tripod head. My advice is spend the 
money for custom fit plates for each camera body and long lens with a tripod 
collar. I have L-plates for all my camera bodies. It just makes life easier on 
location. Spend less time fussing with gear and more time crafting good shots. 	
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Photographing tundra fall colors above the Matanuska Glacier. This is a roadless, trailless remote location. Access is via 
small helicopter with limited weight and space. A lightweight compact camera outfit that’s easy to stow, set up and use 

makes landscape shooting possible in places like this without sacrificing image quality. 

98



                                  Chapter 3. Design

Design is the most subjective of the Light, Camera, Design acronym. You can easily 
show the results of poor camera technique and demonstrate a profound difference in 
good vs unfavorable lighting on the same subject. My own definition of image design 
is that it is more or less the collective agreement and acceptance from top visual 
artists, past and present, that certain treatments are more visually pleasing and 
create the most impact. I’ve spent a lot of time analyzing which images of mine were 
sold and published. After learning more about design it was no surprise to find that 
my best sellers had common design and lighting traits.  
 

Sub-zero blue hour, Tahneta Pass
99



September auroras dance above the 
Alaska Range along the Denali Highway
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Design is not just about composition but is more encompassing. It starts with 
deciding what to shoot and ends with the final presentation, or end use, that includes 
skillful and creative post-processing. Learning design helps you pre-visualize what 
landscapes will result in a great image and what scenes to avoid. Light has a direct 
impact on some design elements and in many cases determines what we should and 
should not shoot. Landscape images should have a specific point or two of interest 
that you want your viewer to see. These should be conscious choices determined 
before you reach camera operation. The main goal of design is to draw maximum 
attention to your main subject, and what you want your viewer to see.


 

Ice cave, Knik Glacier
101



What to Look For	
 	
Your design skills improve greatly when you start viewing the landscape as lines, 
shapes, textures, patterns and colors instead of simply identification shots of specific 
geographic places and species. I’m always looking for more feeling and emotion in a 
landscape. Often that feeling is created by light and I look for light that will showcase 
the design elements mentioned above. The light itself can be the main subject of a 
landscape image, which is often the case with aurora or glowing cloud images.  
Landscapes that convey a concept such as hope and optimism are quite common in 
corporate, motivational and religious calendars, cards and posters. As much as 
possible you should use light and design to convey feeling and/or tell a story, more 
than just making reference shots of specific places. 
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First snow in Anchorage. It didn’t matter to me where this location is or what species of trees are shown. I know them but, 
more importantly, was just seeing pleasing patterns, textures and colors created by the first wet snowfall of the season.
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Mountains look biggest when shot with a telephoto lens, such as this 400mm view of Denali from the Parks Highway. Other 
design treatments that make mountains look big are diagonal lines, clouds below the summit(s) and having nothing (like 
trees) rise above the ridge line(s). The Tokosha Mountains, framed between the trees and Denali, are as big as the North 

Cascade Mountains in Washington and give Denali scale. This image was shot on assignment for Alaska Tourism.
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Here, I intentionally looked for a strong diagonal line to emphasize the steepness of the mountain the hiker is scaling in the 
Brooks Range above the Marsh Fork of the Canning River. In a 2-dimensional photograph, height and scale are diminished by 
shooting strait up or down which often results in more horizontal lines, which are the least interesting. Diagonal lines that run 

the length of the image are far more effective in depicting scale and steepness. 
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Top Design Considerations  	

Separation: The most important design skill is to make your subject stand out from 
its surroundings and the background. This is called separation. Think about this first. 
In real life we can see a physical separation between something close and a distant 
background. In a photo, however, that physical separation is lost. The lines, tones 
and colors of your subject merge with those in the background, potentially creating 
visual confusion, and your subject can get lost in its surroundings. Paying close 
attention to the lines, tones, colors and shapes of your foreground and background 
helps you achieve separation. 


Unwanted mergers are hard, intersecting, usually perpendicular, lines that also 
diminish separation and strip your main subject of emphasis. They are also visually 
distracting. Design your image so those merging lines and colors separate, are 
visually pleasing, and make your subject stand out from its immediate surroundings.  
The proverbial photo separation failure with unwanted mergers is the person with a 
telephone pole jutting out of their head, or power lines bisecting their ears.	
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Methods of Separation 

       

1. Selective focus: This method is more common with long lenses and wildlife but 
can also be done creatively with landscapes, especially with close-up work. A 
pleasing out of focus color wash can draw attention to your main subject, giving it a 
cinematic look. Not all landscapes have to be in focus from end to end. 


2. Selective lighting: Selective light, where your subject is lit and everything around 
it is darker, usually occurs in nature when the sun shines through breaks in clouds 
and spotlights something, or, with first and last light, when the sun hits a mountain 
with everything else around it still in shadow. A silhouette, where your subject is in 
shadow and everything else around it is lit, generally only works with an animal or 
person surrounded by warm light.


3. Color and contrast separation: Make your subject have a different but 
complementary color or tonality from its surroundings. Often, achieving effective 
color or contrast separation is a simple matter of changing your point of view to get 
the separation you want.
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This image of spruce trees on the Denali tundra lacks good design, not to mention light. The main lines are horizontal and 
uninteresting. The sky and reflection on the water lacks color and texture. The spruce trees don’t have great separation as 

their shapes and lines blend with similar green colors of the tundra behind them.
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You can really see how the fog and light dramatically improves separation between the black spruce over the same trees in 
the foreground where fog is absent. With the sun just starting to hit the fog, selective light also draws more attention to the 

trees in the fog. 
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Separation by selective focus just isn’t for wildlife with super telephoto lenses. In this field of fireweed, I wanted to show two 
things. First, I wanted to emphasize the flowers and since the background was not interesting, I went with a very shallow 
depth of field at 100mm. If I chose to, I could have rendered the background much sharper with a small aperture, like f/16. 

Secondly, I wanted to show the rain. The best way to show precipitation is to use a long lens and a darker background.
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Ways to Emphasize your Main Subject(s)  

These are design techniques you use in addition to separation to draw attention to 
your main subject(s).


1. Size: Make your main subject bigger than anything else. Watch out for big things 
in your frame that are not your intended subject that can reduce impact from where 
you want it.


2. Framing: Frame your background with foreground subjects and vice versa. I like 
using foreground lines that flow from edge to edge along the bottom of the frame to 
offset my main subject. I also use color framing when I can. 


3. Diagonal and Curved Leading Lines: Use more diagonal and curved lines that 
lead your viewer to the main subject. Look for more triangular and elliptical shapes. 
They are more visually interesting and impactful than squares, rectangles and circles. 
Light definitely impacts lines we use (think highlight/shadow lines) that lead to our 
main subject.
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Backlight coming through this devil’s club set against a darker rainforest background creates separation from selective 
lighting. The other two emphasis techniques used here are: relative size, making the devil’s club the biggest element in the 

frame, and selective focus, achieved with a carefully chosen aperture, making sure everything in the background was not as 
sharp as the devil’s club. I was also careful to not cut off any part of the leaves of the devil’s club. 
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I used contrast separation and relative size to make this brilliant iceberg stand out against the moody sky and dark mountainside in 
Tracy Arm in Southeast Alaska. The sharp diagonal lines of the ice and mountain side complement each other and add visual interest. I 

intentionally framed the ice and mountainside to show a gap to allow water to be seen behind the bergs. Glacier ice is often more 
saturated on overcast days and I took full advantage of that while looking for pleasing designs on a gray rainy day.

113



 I saw similar colors in the sunrise clouds and the sun hitting the fog. I used color framing as my design choice to emphasize 
the mountains above Mendenhall Lake near Juneau and their flowing lines. As mentioned in the chapter on light, warm, soft 

indirect light is my favorite lighting for landscapes. 
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I often use roads, trails or shorelines to create leading lines. Whenever possible use diagonals and curves. I wanted the 
Richardson Highway to lead toward the most colorful part of the clouds. A slightly lower horizon line puts more emphasis on 

the sky. In most cases go for asymmetrical horizon placement and commit to which part of the image deserves more 
attention, in this case, the sky and the colorful mountain wave altocumulus clouds. 
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This photo is from a robust backpack trip in the Talkeetna Mountains during a clearing storm in July. Clearing storm light 
often results in selective lighting, a common way to achieve separation. Elevation of mountains doesn’t matter to me. What 

matters more is their shape. Pyramid shaped mountains with diagonal lines are more visually interesting than ridge tops and 
peaks with horizontal lines. Low clouds in between peaks enhance a sense of height in mountain photos. 
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4. Repetition: If one is good, more are better. Patterns are organized repetition. I look 
for repeating or converging patterns of triangles and diagonal lines. Reflections are a 
classic repetition technique. Got nice glowing clouds, a line of beautiful trees in 
autumn colors, person or animal?  Repeat the colors and shapes in a reflection.


5. Color: Look for alternating or repeating colors. In my lifestyle and adventure work I 
often try to echo a color on my subject that is found in the landscape. The best way 
to use color is to only show a few complementary contrasting colors. Monochromatic 
images can work with the right color, but too many colors almost always results in 
visual confusion with no clear center of interest. Light affects the colors we use in 
design. Certain colors create more impact and sell more in both fine art and in 
commercial use. Images dominated by secondary colors, such as oranges, purples, 
pinks and yellows are bigger sellers than images dominated by primary colors of red, 
green and blue. 
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Here, I saw diagonal lines and triangular shapes. Light has a huge impact on design elements and that helps me determine 
what I will shoot. Heavy forest fire smoke put the kibosh on grand panoramic landscapes of Denali so I grabbed the long lens 

and looked for patterns and lines that worked in smoky backlight.
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I always look for colors and patterns where light and design work together. It’s not easy for me. In a very busy forest 
environment like this, it takes time to find the shot. Just like with all wide angle shots I needed something big close to the 

camera. I found a nice colorful patchwork of cranberry, currant and devil’s club that was clean and colorful and made a big 
triangle from it with birch trees as the supporting elements. The sun star was a bonus. 
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Other Design Considerations 

1. Horizon Placement: Where you place your horizon determines where the main 
emphasis of your image is. Low horizons, toward the frame’s bottom, emphasize 
what is above the horizon line. If the sky isn’t interesting, place your horizon high. 
Rarely should it be in the middle but there are times when that works as with a 
mountain reflection, where both the real landscape and its reflection have equal 
interest.	
 	
2.	Depth, Distance and Height: It takes a little thought to create a sense of depth, 
distance, or height in a photograph. Effective use of leading lines that take a viewer 
through the frame from left to right (how we normally read) is a good way to depict 
distance. Roads, trails and shorelines that travel through the frame are common. 
Another effective technique is to have several objects of similar size placed at 
different distances from the camera creating a sense of near, middle, and far.  
Revealing steepness and prominence of mountains or canyons is best done with 
strong diagonal and near vertical lines. Shooting straight up or down a mountain or 
canyon will rarely reveal a sense of height. Mountains and ridges with horizontal 
summit lines are less interesting than those with pyramid shapes. You can also create 
depth with modeling light, another term for side light, that shows an alternating 
pattern of highlight and shadow. This is why I prefer sidelight vs frontlight.  
Shadowless images often lack depth. 
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Northern lights are the most unpredictable subject I shoot in Alaska with the lowest success rate. They are the light source 
and main subject so I make them the biggest element in the frame. What I love about aurora when they work is the 

alternating pattern of color they create with the night sky. Color as a design element works best when there are only a few. 
Interesting lines and patterns of the display add to the design. My preference is simple and clean images. 
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This image was made in typical flat Alaskan light. By focusing on color and contrast separation and using a slow shutter (10 
seconds) I was able to make a soothing image of Sixmile Creek. I carefully chose an arrangement of rocks in the foreground 
at different distances from the camera along with a view of the stream around the corner to create depth. A polarizer added 

color saturation to the water.
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3. Scale and Size: A very popular treatment to show scale in landscape images is 
using a person or animal to reveal the scale or enormity of the landscape. You need 
two critical components to make this type of image work. First, the pure landscape 
image has to stand on its own design merits. It has to be a good image before 
inclusion of a person or animal. Second, the smaller the subject that you are using for 
scale is, the better your separation of that subject against the background has to be. 
Really make them pop from the surrounding landscape. As a design enhancement I 
try to echo a color on my subject (say a jacket color) with a color in the landscape. 	
 	
4.	Point of View (POV): My POV often helps me with separation and/or simplification. 
If I want a tree in fall foliage to be completely surrounded by blue water, I will choose 
my POV to make that separation happen. I use POV to ensure that any element in my 
foreground doesn’t make any hard, perpendicular intersection with a mountain ridge 
or peak. At other times I will lower my POV to hide something in the middle ground 
that is distracting in order to simplify and declutter the image. 
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I never get tired of shooting in backlight if I have a foreground that is light and reflective, such as this autumn tundra in the Chugach 
Mountains above Anchorage (seen in the background). I often use people or animals in a landscape for scale and depth but there is a 

trick to making that work. A small subject has to stand out and separate from its surroundings. The choice of runner’s colors that stood 
out against the warm tundra and echoed the blue of the background were deliberate design choices. The landscape image has to stand 

on its own merits without the person or animal for scale. 
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Reflections are the classic form of repetition. I centered the shoreline, placing equal emphasis on the mountain landscape 
and its reflection. I also did that to create negative space for any commercial use. I knew that the small sized stand up 

paddler had to really separate from her surroundings to have any impact. The paddle boarder might have separated better if 
she were in front of the shadowed island to her left but I didn’t see that at the time.
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An important point I learned in a Jay Maisel book is: You have two chances to get a 
good photograph - in the camera and in the computer. The takeaway here is don’t 
edit in the field. On location I am often not sure if I have the best design or 
composition so I bracket compositions.  Bring home options from the same scene.  
Shoot it another way beyond your first idea. With instant exposure verification 
from your histogram and with the latitude of a RAW file, exposure bracketing is no 
longer necessary in most landscape images. That’s a holdover from the film 
days. Change paradigms and bracket compositions, not exposure. NOTE: Shooting 
for HDR is not exposure bracketing. It is getting proper exposure for highlights, mid-
tones and shadows when the difference between shadow and highlight in a scene 
exceeds the dynamic range of the sensor. 	
 	
A good way to help learn design is to study lots of masterful landscape images from 
noteworthy sources like winners from prestigious international photo contests. Look 
for common design elements among winners and see how your images compare.
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Shoot more than your first idea and bracket your compositions. When working in Denali National Park we always wanted the 
million dollar views of Denali. Most of the time this is what you get instead. I wanted to make an image of fireweed on a rainy, 

moody day. This was my first attempt. It’s good but could be better. Fortunately, the flat light and rain allowed me to capture the 
saturated colors of the fireweed and tundra. A straight cloud base allowed for the effective use of a 3-stop graduated ND filter to 

make the clouds dark, moody and textured.
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The solution was to make the fireweed own more space in the photo. By simply changing my point of view by lowering my 
camera by three feet, the flowers are now more dominant. The tundra was an important element for separation of the 

fireweed but it needed to occupy less space. As in almost all cases, wide angle lenses (42mm here) are most effective when 
there is foreground dominance and where the main subject is close and commands the most real estate in your image.

128



Patterns at low tide above Cook Inlet. I shot about 50 of these images from a bush plane on my way back from bear viewing 
in Lake Clark National Park. I hoped to find one or two that worked visually and I would just delete the rest. I was just 

fascinated by the rich green colors exposed by the low tide and the intricate network of water veins. All I saw was patterns, 
textures and colors. The exact location didn’t matter.
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Top Composition Principles.  

Composition mainly addresses how you arrange the elements in your image to 
generate the most impact. There are common rules of composition that all 
photographers should learn and when they as an artist deem appropriate, break! 	
 	
 1. Fill the Frame: Universally recognized composition rule: “fill the frame” is 
sound and applicable in most forms of photography. Producing work for 
commercial use and publication often required me to break this rule. My first 
composition consideration was formatting an image that can be used or cropped 
for common publication formats that include: magazine and brochure covers, 
website banners, double-page spreads and others. I had to include strategically 
placed negative spaces that are pleasing, colorful areas in the image where text 
can be placed over and easily read. Below is a sampling of such uses of my 
photos with all Alaskan images.
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My main subjects are these house-sized icebergs in Kenai Fjords National Park. Ignoring the rule of thirds, placement of my main 
subject was based on where there was more visual interest, above or below, and left or right. In this case the clouds have more interest 
so I gave them more space than the water. I filled the frame with the bergs so there wasn’t much of a decision to make for left and right. 
The distant berg in between the main bergs gives a sense of distance. I made sure the two large bergs had good separation from each 

other and the sky, and that they were all in the frame with no cut off parts. 
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2. Real Estate: This is my term for defining how much space each element in your 
image occupies and why. Real estate is connected to the emphasis tool of 
Relative Size. Whatever element in your image occupies the most space becomes 
the main subject, whether intentional or not. Make a conscious decision about 
how big each element in your image will be. If half of your image is featureless 
white sky, that will dominate and diminish impact of your intended main subject. If 
your main subject is an impressive mountain range, making it small by using a 
wide angle lens, with nothing of interest in the foreground, diminishes its impact. 
Your main subject should own some space.
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Everything in your frame should contribute to the image. The stratus clouds selectively lit by the setting sun were my main subject. I am 
always on the lookout for warm/cold color contrasts, which worked here. I also used the curved lines of the foreground tree tops to help 

frame some of the valley on the right. The technique used to show depth was near, middle and far, using the silhouetted foreground 
trees, blue clouds and mountain ridges in the background.
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3. Rule of Thirds/Golden Spiral: I think it’s important to apply these most of the time 
with the arrangement of your elements in the image. Instead of always looking at the 
rule of thirds to determine subject placement I often take another approach. From my 
main subject I determine where it is more interesting, above or below and left or 
right. If there is equal interest to the left and right of my main subject then I will break 
a compositional “rule” and place it in the middle. I do the same thing for above and 
below. If my subject is a nicely lit mountain range and the forest below it is in 
shadow, devoid of detail, texture or color, but the sky has interesting clouds, I will 
minimize if not outright eliminate anything below and show more clouds.	
 	
4. Balance and Symmetry: If you have a prominent subject that dominates the 
upper right quadrant of the image, it will look more visually pleasing if you balance it 
with a complementary element in the lower right that occupies a similar amount of 
space. 
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I had a feeling the light would be good on Denali at sunrise after a clearing storm. As usual, I work through my design and 
composition choices first, before camera execution. Denali, my main subject, is emphasized by selective light. I found more 
visual interest to camera left of Denali, so I minimized what to show on camera right. The fog, spruce and hint of fall colors 
below Denali had as much visual interest as the beautiful sunrise sky colors so I gave them equal space. If you are not sure 

where your supporting visual interest is, bracket your compositions and decide in editing. I found the flowing curved line of the 
spruce separated by the fog to be a nice foreground frame to the selectively lit peak.
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I placed the sun and the top of this piece of ice, my main subject, at an intersection of thirds. To aid in composition I have the 
grid pattern on in my viewfinder display. This is usually done with a menu function. I can toggle it off to allow for a more 

uncluttered display when my viewfinder looks too busy and interferes with composition or focus.
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The origin of the golden spiral doesn’t always line up exactly with an intersection of thirds. The main consideration for pleasing 
compositions is to have your main subject near one of these points and leading into the frame. There should be more room in 

front of them than behind them. Since the photographer is dominant in the lower left I placed the rising sun near the upper right 
for balance and used the shore as a connecting line between the two. Your main subject doesn’t always have to be placed in the 

lower left part of the image.
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5. All In or All Out: Few things are less visually pleasing than prominent subjects that 
are partially cut off. In portrait photography there are rules about where to cut off 
body parts to maintain good visual design. Learning those rules are also helpful with 
landscape photography. Yes, an image frame is a finite thing so you have to establish 
frame boundaries. They should be well thought out. I’m talking about mountains or 
trees with tops cut off that would be like a head shot where the top of the frame is 
cut off right in the middle of the person’s eyes. Not good!  Scan the edges of your 
frame. Watch for out-of-focus grasses and branches or rocks in a stream that are 
only half in the frame. The general rule is: all in or all out. With mountain ranges I 
prefer lines that emerge upward from the edges of your frame. My left and right 
edges are at passes and low spots.  	
 	
6. Simplifying: This is the compositional skill that seems the most difficult for many 
photographers to master. Choosing what to leave out of your image is just as 
important as what to include. The goal is to have an uncluttered image where 
everything shown counts. Simplifying strengthens the core message and simplifying 
isn’t easy. Large bright or dark areas with little or no detail or visual interest often take 
away from the center of interest and diminish impact. Really focus on having clean 
and uncluttered images. 
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Think about where the edges of your frame are. Important elements should be all in or all out. Cutting off the leaves that are 
in focus along the right and top edges of the image would have been displeasing visually. Perform “border patrol” before you 
press the shutter button. Make sure nothing critical on your main subject(s) is partially cut off and that nothing distracting is 

poking in from the edges of the frame. Tundra blueberry bush in the rain, Denali Highway.
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With boulders everywhere it took some time to compose my shot to where no prominent boulder was partially cut off. I 
wanted  the rocks and flowing water to dominate the image and gave them more space than the background trees. I love 
repeating color splashes, so exercising my prerogative as an artist, I placed that leaf on the rock to echo the background 

colors. 
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                                      Chapter 4: Alaskan Photography 
                                  Insights

This section is where I share some 
helpful facts and personal subjectivity 
about photographing in Alaska.
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Sunrise from camp on Portage Pass
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Pedersen Glacier in tungsten white balance.



It's Cold; Get Over It. Don’t expect much summer-like weather, especially in the 
mountains and coastal areas. At 80 degrees most Alaskans will feel like they are in 
Death Valley. Yes there are nice warm days and you should savor every moment 
when you have one. Be out early. Stay out late, or stay up all night. Push through 
any sleep deprivation. Bad weather will soon return and you can sleep then. At 
least half the summer will be in the hypothermia zone. Don’t underestimate the 
threat of hypothermia. There are plenty of sources, both online and in print about 
how to dress to prevent hypothermia by wearing non-cotton layers, having high 
quality rain gear and other items that will help keep you comfortable in cold, wet 
weather. Have comfortable, warm, waterproof shoes. If you are out at choice 
locations, chances are you are going to get your feet wet. Many Alaskans wear 
XTRATUF brand knee-high rubber boots to keep feet warm and dry all day. Water 
shoes and sandals can be quite uncomfortable around cold water for long periods 
of time.  Staying warm and dry with the right gear and apparel means you can 
concentrate more on creative photography. 
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Alaska is cold. If you are properly dressed and prepared with a positive mental attitude, you can have a lovely time enjoying 
and photographing Alaska regardless of the temperature. For example, this January canoe trip on the Kenai River with single 

digit temperatures and snow all day long, where we, surprisingly, had the river to ourselves all day. Where were the other 
boaters?
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Sunrises and Sunsets Last Longer. This is one thing that makes up for long periods 
of cloudy weather. The higher your latitude, the longer it takes the sun to ascend and 
descend and this generally works in photographers’ favor. As I mentioned above, with 
full sun I generally shoot landscapes when the sun is within 10 degrees of the horizon. 
It takes longer for the sun to go from 10 degrees to the horizon in Alaska than it does in 
Colorado, meaning that when Alaska light is good you have more time to shoot. Most 
clouds turn warm colors when the sun is between 0 and 6 degrees below the horizon in 
what’s known as civil twilight. This also translates to longer periods of glowing clouds 
at sunrise and sunset than what you see farther south at lower latitudes.


Quality Takes Time. Capturing the Best of Alaska's Landscapes Is No Different. If 
you want wall hanger shots of Denali, (it’s good from both north and south sides) give 
yourself at least seven days. You might get lucky and have seven days of clear weather 
with good visibility on Denali but that is extremely rare. The same applies to most of 
Alaska, especially coastal mountains. There’s a reason why lots of glaciers exist in the 
coastal ranges-it rains and snows a lot. Give yourself a fighting chance to capture 
Alaskan landscapes in the very best light. Put in your time! 
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Denali National Park at close to 63° North Latitude can have sunsets and sunrises that are only four hours apart in early July. 
With clear skies to the north and favorable clouds, the sky can glow all night long. On July 4, the last light leaves Denali at 

12:30 AM and returns 3 hours later.
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Moose feeding in Reflection Pond below Denali



The Best Highway Scenery. Mile for mile, Alaska has the most photogenic 
landscapes right from the highway than any other place I know of. With so few 
highways, they can get busy at times. In summer you never feel like you are in 
wilderness and it’s hard to escape highway noise while shooting. Since there is 
virtually no agriculture in Alaska outside of a few pockets around Palmer and Delta 
Junction, the landscape is not strewn with thousands of miles of barbed wire 
fences. There are spots where industrial power lines ruin an otherwise great 
landscape shot. 


Take a Plane or Boat. Yes, it’s expensive, even for Alaskans. Alaska lacks the 
endless network of USFS and BLM roads that exist in the American West that take 
one to great photo ops. There are endless, outstanding photo locations in roadless 
Alaska, but reaching these places requires an air taxi or boat charter. The most 
popular are bear viewing locations in Katmai and Lake Clark National Parks. Many 
photo-worthy remote places, including but not limited to Kenai Fjords National Park 
and Prince William Sound, are only short jaunts from the highway and can be done 
as day trips. For the more adventurous, Alaska has thousands of miles of world- 
class, floatable wilderness rivers, including 3,210 miles that are designated as 
National Wild and Scenic Rivers. 
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September view of the Seward Highway, the only road that leads south from Anchorage, winding along Turnagain Arm below 
Mt. Alpenglow on the Kenai Peninsula.
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There are many photogenic locations in remote parts of national parks, such as this view in Kenai Fjords National Park. This 
location is only accessible by boat or air.
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Majestic mountain landscapes await those who venture to remote roadless parts of the state via air taxi (bush plane) or boat. 
This is an image of the Fairweather Range above an ocean marine layer of clouds in Glacier Bay National Park. I shot this out 

of the window of a Cessna 206 that took us to and from Dry Bay, where we spent 10 days camping and photographing at 
Alsek Lake.
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Take a Hike. Alaska also lacks the miles of trails that exist in the American West. 
However, some of my favorite and bestselling landscapes were made from hikes 
close to Anchorage or on the Kenai Peninsula where the vast majority of Alaska’s 
maintained and well-traveled trails are. (A new, 500-mile long trail from Seward to 
Fairbanks is in the works.) The plus side is that from May to early August you can 
pretty much hike all night as it doesn’t really get dark.


Many places, especially in the Alaska and Brooks Ranges have epic hiking and 
mountain scenery where trails are not needed. You just need to get there by plane or 
boat. My ultimate adventure is a fly-in, fly-out wilderness river trip that combines 
paddling and abundant, high quality mountain hiking, along with adventure and 
landscape photography. For trips like these, the North Slope of the Brooks Range is 
where it’s at for me!   


No Crowds. Outside of bear viewing places where sometimes there are more 
photographers than bears, you won’t find any “tripod holes” at Alaska’s best scenery. 
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Quality mountain landscapes are right out Anchorage’s back door in Chugach State Park. This was a six-mile, mid-summer 
hike out to a mountain lake to catch last light at 11:30 PM. After the light faded, I walked back to the trailhead arriving at 
about 2:00 AM. Around Anchorage, From mid-May to early August, it stays light enough most of the night to see and hike 

without a flashlight.
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What I like most is going to backcountry locations that require sweat equity to reach and combining photography passions 
such as landscape and adventure. Around Anchorage, the Matanuska-Susitna Valley and Kenai Peninsula, you don’t have to 
travel far to see photogenic backcountry landscapes. Many of my favorite backcountry photo locations are only short day 

hikes. 

Bird Ridge, Chugach State Park. 10:30 pm in June
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Bears. No book or article about being outdoors in Alaska is complete without 
mentioning bears. That’s hard to do these days without touching a nerve. Long before 
social media became inundated with self proclaimed wildlife management and animal 
behavior experts (which I am neither) I decided to learn about bears from people with 
real science degrees and decades of field experience studying bears. In over 30 years 
of exploring Alaska from Anchorage’s backyard to the far reaches of the Arctic, 
including many photo trips where bears were the subject, we have NEVER had a 
negative bear encounter. We have not encountered polar bears in the wild, only black 
and grizzly bears. (Coastal and Kodiak brown bears are grizzly bears - same species.)  
We do carry pepper spray, but never came close to having to use it even when a bear 
was in sight on a backcountry trip. We do all the things we are supposed to do; most 
importantly, make noise. DON’T whistle and sound like a marmot. Make real human 
noise. Bottom line: do your research and don’t let misinformation and unfounded fears 
about bears prevent you from exploring and photographing Alaska’s majesty. 
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Sunrise bear photography at Lake Clark National Park. Bear viewing and whale watching locations are the only places in 
Alaska where I’ve seen crowds of photographers.
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Coastal grizzly bear walking the beach at low tide at sunrise, Lake Clark National Park. I have hundreds of images where 
bears fill the frame. When I have sky and water colors and textures like this, I much prefer to make more of a landscape 

image using the bear for scale and a sense of place. This was made with my most used lens for landscapes, a 70-200mm f/4 
shot at 200mm.
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I remember one beautiful August evening years ago. Lauri and I were staying at a 
remote public use cabin in Kenai Fjords National Park for several days. We kayaked a 
mile down the beach to get a better view of Aialik Glacier. We did a “camp on the 
beach” shot in dusk light around midnight. As I was fussing with cameras Lauri began 
to shout “Hey bear, hey bear!" We were in the path of a plump and jolly black bear 
going out to the meadow to feed on beach greens and he or she wasn’t going to let 
us stop it. We backed up and let the bear pass. It quietly and calmly fed 100 yards 
away apparently unconcerned with us as we continued with our shoot. Eventually the 
bear strolled down the beach as the tide continued to go out and we never saw it 
again. 
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Circa 2001, a resident black bear was quietly feeding about 100 yards to our right while we were photographing this sunset 
scene in Aialik Bay in Kenai Fjords National Park. The bear certainly knew we were there. We received the “butt treatment” 
meaning it faced away from us while feeding. When animals are concerned about you they typically face you. It continued 

feeding down the beach while the tide went out and we never saw it again. 
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Mosquitos Are Only Bad 25% of the Year. Sure, June, July and August is when 
Alaska sees most visitors, including photographers, but still, those are the only 
months when mosquitos can be bad. 75% of the year is pretty much bug free. For 
the life of me I can’t understand why folks think Alaska mosquitos are big. They 
are no bigger than mosquitos elsewhere. There are just many of them, especially 
on the tundra in Interior and Arctic Alaska. Ditch the DEET. It stinks and is caustic 
to plastic cameras and lenses. Use a Thermacell, a portable and simple- to-use 
device that creates a bubble around you to repel bugs using a flammable liquid in 
a cartridge with a small active pad. They don't have much of an odor like coils and 
citronella candles do. You can attach them to a shoulder strap or leave on the 
ground nearby. Or, get a bug shirt and headnet. These are light and easy to carry 
in your camera bag. I just let them bite me. I feel the bites but have no reaction 
afterward. As of this writing, Alaskan skeeters don’t carry any bad diseases.
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Mosquitos are only bad 25% of the time, mainly in June, July and August. Here is Lauri at camp at Turquoise Lake, Lake Clark 
National Park, over the 4th of July, where we spent seven days exploring and photographing the area.
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Don't Discount Anchorage. Alaska’s largest city has most modern amenities 
including a decent photo store, Stewart’s Photo. Chances are they have what you 
forgot or broke and their prices are comparable to B&H Photo in NYC, and there is no 
sales tax in Anchorage. 


Most national parks with high scenic value are located far from urban centers. 
Anchorage is different with pristine national park quality landscapes within 50 miles. 
Chugach State Park has world-class wilderness and mountain scenery, as well as 
photographable wildlife like moose and Dall sheep, is larger than Grand Teton National 
Park and literally borders the Municipality of Anchorage.
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Downtown Anchorage, Alaska, with reflection in Cook Inlet at high tide in mid-March.
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Winter is Good Too. Winter tourism is increasing due to the popularity of the Iditarod 
and dog mushing, aurora borealis and glacier exploring via helicopter. March is the 
best month to experience winter photography in Alaska. Winter scenery can be 
spectacular. The days are 12 hours long and gaining, there are more clear days and 
aurora displays are more frequent. There is plenty of snow in the mountains (and most 
likely still deep near sea level) and you will still freeze your tootsies off. (See item 1: It’s 
cold; get over it.) 

Keep Your Hands Warm. This is the biggest challenge for photographers with cold 
weather shooting. I’ve tried many glove systems including those marketed specifically 
for photographers. I always return to what works best for me, Windbloc flyfishing 
fingerless gloves with hand warmers in the palms. These easily slide in and out of big 
mittens in extreme cold. Any glove that fits skin tight is going to make your hands 
colder when the mercury drops below freezing. Unless you are paddling rapids in cold 
water, avoid neoprene gloves. They will NOT keep your hands warm in sub-freezing 
weather. For cold (above freezing) but wet conditions, light waterproof gloves or 
mittens work great. Keeping your hands dry is the key. 
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Some of my favorite light takes place in winter. My favorite winter month is March with plenty of snow and lengthening days. 
There are more clear days in March and April than the rest of the year and aurora activity peaks around the Equinoxes. 
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You can do things in winter that you can’t in other seasons, like walk across a frozen lake to the face of a glacier.
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Backcountry skiing in a winter wonderland in Turnagain Pass. The biggest challenge with winter photography, besides 
keeping my hands warm, is using a tripod in deep snow. When I need my tripod for a sweet landscape, I keep my tripod legs 
together and punch it into the snow like an avalanche probe. Then I use a cable release or self-timer to trip the shutter. Most 

of my winter images in the backcountry are hand-held with image stabilization because it’s difficult to carry a tripod big 
enough to use in deep snow in a backpack.
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                                  Final Thoughts
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Fog and black spruce trees, Denali Highway
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Fall colors in the Chugach Mountains  
above the Matanuska Glacier



Landscape photography is my therapy. It’s relaxing and at times a welcome break 
from the pressure of assignments and production schedules. Landscape photography 
is not my only photography passion. I also enjoy creating adventure, lifestyle and any 
form of action photography and have studied portrait lighting and technique even 
though I never intended to become a portrait shooter. An ideal shoot for me is 
combining landscape and action/adventure shooting at the same location and same 
time. I enjoy that the most.


Learning these skills meant survival as a pro photographer and there are many 
assignments I would not have won without those skills. Shooting only landscapes for 
publication doesn’t pay the bills. My lifestyle skills resulted in assignments where I 
was also paid to shoot landscapes as part of the mix and that was very satisfying. 
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When photographing wildlife and adventure I still think like a landscape shooter. If the 
design elements and light are there I would rather pull back and incorporate a person 
or animal as part of the landscape. I only try to fill the frame when there are interesting 
facial expressions or emotion, interaction between subjects and action. I love 
environmental portraits of animals or people more than anything else. You will become 
a better landscape photographer if you learn lighting and design for other genres of 
photography that involve people and then incorporate that knowledge into your 
landscape shooting. 


New cameras and lenses don’t make us better photographers. Photographing makes 
us better photographers. I only upgrade gear when my current equipment is worn out, 
when I’ve outgrown its limitations or when lighter gear of equal or better quality and 
performance becomes available. 
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If my wildlife subject has interesting expressions, body gestures, or is interacting with other animals, I go close in and 
minimize the background. If I have strong separation, good color, light and other elements of solid landscape design, then I 

pull back for environmental portraits incorporating my wildlife subject(s) as an element in a landscape image.
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Moose feeding in kettle pond, Denali National Park



I love shooting other things besides landscapes. When shooting action and adventure imagery, making my subjects more 
prominent in the frame, most of my images still have a strong landscape presence like in this trail running shot in Chugach 
State Park. I believe skills from other genres make me a better landscape shooter. It certainly keeps my camera operation 

motor skills sharp. To get good detail and skin color on my trail runner, I used off camera flash on camera left.
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Mastering landscape photography requires more than talent. You are passionate and 
you believe, or have been told you have a good “eye.”  But do you have the talent for 
discipline? Are you willing to put in the time required to develop your artistic vision, 
going way beyond camera technique and focusing more on lighting and design skills?  
Will you recognize the value of constructive critique and how that can advance your 
creative abilities? Then over time you will stand out as an accomplished landscape 
shooter.


Skilled and experienced landscape photographers never stop learning about light and 
design, or new techniques that overcome the limitations of cameras and lenses. 
Masters remain masters by always learning. They never develop the “been there, shot 
that” mentality. They never assume that they got the best shot possible at any 
location. There is always a new opportunity to improve upon something familiar. They 
never forget that 90% of what goes into creating great landscape imagery takes place 
before they take the camera out of the bag. 


174



I’ve visited this location many times over the years before I finally saw all the elements of a great landscape come together: 
slack tide with reflections, dense flowers and pretty clouds. The light on the lupines was cold and flat. Landscape shooters 
should be skilled in using supplemental artificial lighting at times. In order to make this image work I used 2 Speedlites fired 

off camera with warming gels to match the look and feel of the background. This was one of my best calendar sellers.
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Lupines along Turnagain Arm near midnight in June



We all want to visit beautiful and exotic locations known for iconic landscapes such 
as Alaska, the Tetons, Iceland and many, many other great places. The hallmarks of a 
master landscape photographer include being able to make compelling landscape 
images anywhere, not just at iconic places. One of the best skills a landscape 
photographer can have is the ability to make a great image in difficult light. They 
match the subjects they photograph to the given light, knowing what works and what 
doesn’t work with the light they have. They also learn what lighting conditions best 
showcase a certain location and go there when those conditions happen.


The insatiable desire to shoot new and improved images keeps me connected to the 
natural world and motivates me to get out and hike, ski or paddle. Simply putting in 
more effort and suffering doesn’t make images better. I never lose sight of the fact 
that impact counts, effort does not, but I sure get a lot more satisfaction when a 
backcountry landscape turns out good. They feel more special and unique than easy 
drive-to places where many other photographers end up with very similar images.
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By now we should recognize that simply paying lots of money to stand in front of a 
far away exotic landscape with an expensive camera outfit doesn’t mean you will 
capture a great image. Like anything else, outstanding landscape work takes time, 
skill, creativity and patience.


Finally, I will never tire of Alaska, even after three decades. I learned long ago that 
complacency is a creativity killer. Being selective (a good thing) is far different from 
being jaded brought on by familiarity. Approach very familiar locations with a child 
like mind and challenge yourself to see something different but still compelling. 
Believe me, I know this can be challenging at times. This will help you see fresh 
ideas. If something or someplace is worth shooting once then it’s worth shooting 
again and again. 


I enjoy both the challenge of finding new ideas, or spectacular light, in familiar 
locations and the excitement of exploring new territory. Finding that balance helps 
keep me creative and motivated. I’ve been putting this into practice in Alaska and 
other very familiar locations for over 3 decades now. Fortunately, Alaska still 
remains wide open and very uncrowded with photographers. I hope it stays that 
way for a long time. 
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Photography gives me motivation to get out into the backcountry, even it it’s just a day hike or overnighter. I do shoot a lot 
from the roads but I much prefer backcountry images;  landscape, adventure or wildlife-anywhere away from crowds.
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Remote camp above Matanuska Glacier.



"Creativity is not pre-ordained,  
only for the select few.  
You’re born with talent.  

You build skill!   
Practice, Practice, Practice."
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Taking in the views and 
evening sun on Bird Ridge



Special Thanks. These are my top two corporate affiliations. Neither had any input into this 
guide. I am willingly mentioning them here. 


Breakthrough Photography: https://breakthrough.photography


I am honored to be a member of Team Breakthrough. I love their filters, especially the circular 
polarizers. They are simply the best. Durable and sharp, their normal polarizers block less light 
than others, making them better suited for action work. My favorite filter for landscapes is the 
X-4 Dark CPL, 6-stop - a combo polarizer and neutral density filter, which is indispensable for 
creative work around water. I use it in Alaska more than any other place.


Hyperlite Mountain Gear: https://www.hyperlitemountaingear.com/products/camera-pod 

I am a contributing writer, photographer and corporate friend to one of the best small 
companies that specializes in high quality ultra light backpacking gear. I am thankful for their 
sponsorship. Their camera pods are the lightest and most functional on the market. This is 
what I use to carry my backcountry camera outfit while hiking/skiing/backpacking or 
canyoneering. I use their outstanding packs for all of my backcountry adventures.
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