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Introduction
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Avoiding Common Mistakes

If you're serious about landscape photography, it won't take you very 
long to realize the fundamental problem of the craft: not every 
landscape that catches your eye will easily translate into a compelling 
photograph. 

When we experience a place, the smells, sounds, the warmth or chill in 
the air, and our own emotions combine to give us an overall 
impression. Our job as photographers is to translate that overall 
impression into a photograph. 

Every landscape photo needs to be carefully crafted with the final 
image in mind. But, there are many problems we run into along the 
way that can prevent our overall impression of a scene from shining 
through in the final image. 

In the following pages, I have outlined the most common traps to 
expect, and how you can avoid them.

This eBook is meant to introduce some of these important concepts in 
a fun way, and I hope it will leave you wanting to learn more. Many of 
the ideas introduced here are explored in greater depth in my other 
eBooks, so I encourage you to check them out. 
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Mistake #1
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Crooked Horizon

Most landscape photos will feature the horizon – a dead giveaway to 
the picture's overall perspective. If the line dividing land and sky is not 
perfectly straight across, the whole picture looks totally out of whack. 
There are a few ways to make sure your horizon squares up right:

Grid Overlay
On most DSLRs (and some compact cameras), you can overlay a 
grid on either your viewfinder, your live view screen, or both. Align 
your horizon with one of these lines.

Electronic Horizon
Newer, higher-end cameras often have a built-in electronic level. 
When turned on, it will gauge the camera's position in space and 
tell you when it is evenly aligned.

Bubble Levels
Some cameras have a bubble level attached and some tripods will 
have one as well. If you don't have one built into your gear, you can 
purchase one that affixes onto the camera's hot shoe. Just like a 
spirit level in construction, this will help you straighten your 
camera out.

Post-Processing
If all else fails, every major photo editing software will feature a 
“straighten” tool which allows you to draw a line tracing the 
horizon. Using this, the program will automatically crop the image 
on an angle to make sure that the line is perfectly horizontal.
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Mistake #2
Everything in the Centre

Beginning photographers have a tendency to put the horizon in the middle of the image cutting the image in half. In some situations, this is okay, 
but for the most part, compositions are more interesting when the horizon is either in the top third or the bottom third and not in the middle.

Similarly, placing your main subject right in the middle is not as interesting as when it is placed off centre. 

The one time when you should intentionally break this rule is when a subject is perfectly symmetrical. 
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Eye Level Perspective

Most people photograph from an eye-level standing position producing photos that look as you would expect to see things if you 
were there. For a more interesting composition, try climbing on top of something, or getting close to the ground to achieve a 
different point of view. 
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Mistake #3
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No Focal Point

Skies and mountains are lovely, but a picture can't be all background. Your photo needs a focal point to hold the viewer's 
interest. This can be anything – an interesting tree, a boat, a pier, a log – but no landscape photo is complete without a 
main subject.
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Mistake #4
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Mistake #5
Cluttered Backgrounds

The opposite also applies – be careful not to focus too much on the 
subject and forget about how the background comes together. 

Pay attention to what is behind your main subject. 

If the background elements don't add to the composition remove them 
if possible. Be careful that you have separation between each element, 
and don't let them visually blend together (ie. two or more trees 
merging into a greenish blob). This is especially problematic when the 
objects are backlit or silhouetted.
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Lack of Dimension

Even though a photo is a two-dimensional image, a strong landscape composition gives the illusion of depth. When you're 
setting up your shot, try to populate the frame in the foreground, mid-ground, and background.

8

Mistake #6
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Mistake #7
No Breathing Room

Pay attention to the edges of your 
frame and make sure that your 
subject is not being cut off. Leave a 
little breathing room around the 
edges.
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Empty Skies

Only a photographer could complain about blue sky days! That’s because clouds always enhance the scene and bad weather can 
make the most dramatic photographs. But if you’re stuck with solid blue sky, just crop your photo so the sky takes up less space 
in the frame. 
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Mistake #8



PAGE

Mistake #9
Bad Light

There’s no type of natural light that is inherently bad. But there are 
certainly photos that have bad light! Understanding how to make the 
most of each type of light will help you make good photos under any 
type of light.

Carefully consider the lighting conditions on your scene before you 
decide how to approach it. 

If the sun is out, position it to one side of the camera to take 
advantage of the shadows and textures created by sidelight.

If the sun is in front of the lens, your scene will be backlit and you 
can make some dramatic silhouettes.

If the sun is behind you, photographing the scene will be more 
difficult because the direct light will make the scene appear flat. 
Consider changing direction or photograph subjects that are in the 
shade.

If there is no sun and the sky is white, use the soft lighting 
conditions to make close-ups.
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Mistake #10
Blown Out Highlights

In landscape photography scenes, it is very common for the sky to be 
significantly brighter than your foreground. When you make your 
image, your camera will calculate exposure based on the entire scene 
and often the sky will come out totally white. This is known as “blown 
out highlights”. 

This problem cannot be corrected in post processing because white 
pixels contain no data. Once the highlights are blown out, you are 
stuck with them.

To avoid this problem, turn on the "blinkies". Blinkies are spots that 
will blink when you view your image on the LCD after you take your 
shot showing areas of your image where the highlights are blown out. 
Check your camera manual to find out how to turn them on.

If you have blown out highlights, use your exposure compensation to 
reduce the exposure slightly until they are gone.
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Quick Tip: When you’re faced with bright skies and a dark 
foreground, try using a graduated neutral density filter to balance 
out the exposure.These filters are dark on the top and clear on the 
bottom. You place it in front of your lens to darken the top half 
of the image and even out the exposure.
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Mistake #11
Shutter Speed is Too Slow

This is the #1 culprit of the blurry photo. You might think you can hold 
perfectly still for half a second, but I assure you there are very few 
people in the world who can. When hand-holding your camera, 
remember this rule of thumb to avoid blur caused by camera shake – 
your shutter speed should be the reciprocal of your lens' focal length – 
that is, if you're using a 60mm lens, your exposure should be 1/60th of a 
second or faster. With a 200mm lens, use at least 1/200th of a second, 
and so on. Camera shake is magnified the longer your telephoto length, 
so wider angle lenses will suffer its effects much less.

Some lenses and cameras have image stabilization technology built 
into them – particularly with longer focal lengths. Image stabilization 
usually allows you to slow your minimum shutter speed by around 
three stops, meaning that a 60mm lens can now handle shutter speeds 
as low as 1/8th of a second without camera shake.

What is YOUR minimum shutter speed?

In addition to this rule of thumb, it's important to know your own 
personal minimum shutter speed. We all shake a little, some more than 
others, so it's good to know at what point camera shake becomes an 
issue for you. Try an exercise to find out: put your camera in shutter 
priority mode and make the same photo at 1/500th of a second and 
keep going slower and slower. Back at your computer, look at your 
images and see when you start to notice the blur. Personally, I don't 
usually go below 1/125th of a second if I'm hand-holding my camera.
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Mistake #13
Poor Camera Holding Technique

For the best stability, practice the official photographer position: stand 
with your feet slightly apart, one staggered forward, and firmly planted 
to stabilize your body right-to-left and back-to-front. Support the 
camera with your left hand by holding the lens from underneath, and 
use your right hand to grab the grip and gently press the shutter 
button. Tuck your elbows tight to your chest and use the viewfinder 
rather than the live view screen, as holding the camera to your face 
will also help hold it steady. Some photographers even go so far as to 
listen to their breathing and heartbeat, taking care to fire the shot in 
between breaths and beats for maximum stability.
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Mistake #12
Not Using a Tripod

If you're experiencing camera shake and you can't use a faster shutter 
speed (due to low light conditions) or you don't want to use a fast 
shutter speed (because you're purposefully trying to blur something in 
the frame) then you need to steady your camera another way such as 
using a tripod or monopod.
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Mistake #14
Aperture is Too Wide

The size of the aperture also has a direct effect on the sharpness of 
your photo in that it determines depth of field, which is how much of 
the image is in focus from front to back. 

When a lens finds focus, it locks in on a specific distance known as 
the plane of focus. If your focus is at, say, 15 feet, everything 15 feet 
away from the camera will have maximum sharpness, and anything 
in front of or behind it will start to fall into blur. The amount of this 
effect depends on the aperture.

If you use a wide aperture, like f/2.8, the depth of field is very shallow. 
This effect is emphasized with longer focal length lenses. So if you 
are using a telephoto lens and the aperture is f/2.8, there may be only 
a razor thin sliver of the image that is in sharp focus. If you use a 
small aperture, like f/11 or f/18, the depth of field is larger so more of 
the image will be sharp. 

Choosing the right aperture depends on the type of image you want 
to create. But if you are trying to get everything in the frame as sharp 
as possible, try using a small aperture (a larger f-number such as f/11 
or f/18).

However, by using a small aperture you will need to use a slower 
shutter speed to compensate for the loss of light. This may lead to 
Mistake #11, so you may need to use a tripod in this case.



PAGE

Mistake #15
Not Focussing in the Correct Place

Even if you have a sharp, clear prime lens on a bright day, using a 
small aperture and a fast shutter speed with a low ISO, it doesn't count 
for much unless you can get the camera to focus on the right spot. This 
is even more crucial when using a wide aperture, which can create a 
razor thin depth of field. A slight miscalculation in the focus can throw 
the subject completely out of the focal plane. 

Often photographers leave their cameras set on auto-area AF mode, 
which tells the camera to use its best judgment to decide what part of 
the picture should be in focus. Most of the time modern cameras are 
pretty good at this, particularly if the subject is prominent in the frame. 
However, with more complex compositions the camera can get 
confused and try to focus on the wrong thing. To specify the focal point 
yourself, switch to single-point AF area mode. 

When you look through your viewfinder, you should see an array of 
little dots or squares laid over the display. These are your focus points, 
and they show you where in the frame the camera is capable of finding 
focus. In single-point AF area mode, you can use the camera's direction 
pad to select one of these dots, and the camera will always focus on 
that point and that point alone.
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Mistake #16
Not Using Auto-Focus

How good is your eyesight? Not great? Wearing glasses? You should probably be using auto-focus. These days cameras are 
sophisticated, so let them do what they are good at. Your viewfinder should have a diopter adjustment wheel on it. This wheel 
next to your viewfinder allows you to adjust how clearly things appear when you look through it. It is particularly useful for 
people who should be wearing glasses but are not.
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Mistake #17
Not Using Manual Focus

While I'm a big advocate of auto-focus, there is one particular time when manual focus comes in very handy. When your camera is on 
a tripod and you are using a wide aperture to achieve a very shallow depth of field, and you want to make sure the most important 
thing in your frame is sharp, switch to manual focus and then use the LCD zoom function to magnify the display by 5x or 10x allowing 
you to make tiny adjustments to the focus to get it just right.
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Mistake #18
Using the Incorrect Focus Mode

There are three main auto-focus modes that every camera should have. 
The first is single-shot focus, usually called AF-S or One-shot AF; it is 
meant to be used with still subjects. The second, continuous auto focus 
(AF-C or AI Servo) is specially designed to track movement through the 
frame, so is best to use when your subject is in motion. The third is an 
automatic mode, AF-A or AI Focus AF, and likely the default setting on 
your camera. It reads the scene and determines which of the first two 
modes it should use. 

When you are photographing a subject, pay attention to whether it is 
moving or not, and pick the appropriate focus mode for the situation.

19

Mistake #19
Junk On or In Front Of Your Lens

If you have a big smear on your lens, that is going to affect the clarity of 
your image. By the same token, if you put a cheap plastic filter in front 
of your lens, that is going to degrade image quality as well. If you 
always use a UV filter, you might want to try taking a few shots without 
it to see if the quality of your UV filter is negatively affecting your 
images.
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Mistake #20
Poor Lens Quality

When it comes to blurry images, this item is last on the list for good 
reason: it is the most common thing for beginners to blame their 
blurry images on, but it is rarely the real reason. Still, lens quality 
does make a difference.

Lens quality is determined by the materials and construction inside 
the camera lens itself, which is usually made up of several pieces of 
glass precisely aligned in order to focus, zoom, and correct for 
optical aberrations. 

Some lenses are simply sharper than others or are better than 
others in different ways. Some lenses may be sharp in the centre, 
but get blurry around the corners and edges. Some are clear at 
certain apertures but slightly fuzzy at others. Some lenses cause 
colour fringing around points of contrast. Every lens has a unique 
character that may or may not be useful to the type of work you're 
doing. It's also worth noting that each lens has a “sweet spot” - a 
certain aperture at which it performs its best. This is usually in the 
middle of its aperture range, around f/8 or f/11.

For the sharpest image quality, fixed focal length lenses usually 
take the cake. It's not always convenient to carry around two or 
three lenses rather than a single all-purpose zoom, but their simple 
construction makes even the cheapest prime lens crystal clear. 
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Mistake #21
Not Processing Your Images

Most new photographers wonder whether or not they really have to 
process their images. They may even wonder if processing their 
images is cheating! 

It’s not. The only difference between today and the old film days is that 
now the job of processing photos belongs to you and not the lab 
technician that used to do it. Photos have always been processed. If 
you don’t process them, it’s like looking at an unfinished negative.

Here are a few basic things to consider when processing your images:

White Balance

Contrast

Colour Saturation

Highlights

Shadows

Sharpness

Clarity

Crop
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Mistake #22
Not Evaluating Your Images

When you are just getting started learning photography it can be hard 
to critique your own work and understand how to improve. After your 
next photo shoot, examine your images for the mistakes outlined in 
this eBook so you can avoid them next time. Looking at each of your 
images with a critical eye and considering how they could be improved 
will quickly make you a better photographer.

In particular, consider these important factors:
Focus
Perspective
Main Subject 
Background
Lighting
Exposure
Colours
Contrast
Processing

If you want help evaluating your photos so you can become a better 
photographer faster, consider joining my photo mentoring club, Photo 
Forté. You’ll get monthly lessons and assignments, and receive 
feedback on your photos from the community, including professional 
photographers. We’ll help you become a stronger photographer in a 
supportive learning environment.
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