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Inscape Photo Tours team is specializing in small-group photography tours and workshops in the most spectacular 
locations around the world. Our mission is to provide exceptional experiences to photographers of all levels and 
realize their true creative potential. 

 
             
          Ing. Martin Bišof 
         Inscape Photo Tours Co-founder 

| Word of author 
 
 
This book helps to understand the essential principles in photography in an easy-
to-follow and understandable way. In the first part we will explain especially how 
the digital cameras work and what effects certain camera setting create. We will 
also touch on topics like image post-processing, benefits of using filters or 
importance of light and atmosphere in photography.   
 
This book cannot teach you how to take awesome images of a certain scene as 
this is what our workshops are for. However, knowledge of all these tips and 
principles may surely help you to start creating outstanding pictures whether you 
are on a photo workshop with us or photographing on your own.  
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| Exposure 
A photograph's exposure determines how light or dark an image will appear when it's been captured by the camera. 
This is determined by just three camera settings: aperture, ISO, and shutter speed. Mastering their use is an 
essential part of developing an intuition for photography. 

 

| Aperture 

The aperture setting controls the area (aperture hole) over which light can pass through your camera lens. It is 
specified in terms of an f-stop value (f/2.8, f/4, f/5.6, f/8, f/11, f/16, f/22).   

 

 

 

 

Tip: In real life, I recommend avoiding the highest aperture numbers like f/22 or f/32. It might seem that you achieve top sharp details over the entire image 
but the opposite is true. Because of the optical effect called diffraction, the details will be softer and less sharp. This happens when the light rays are passing 
through a very small aperture hole. 

Large aperture hole (e.g. f/2.8) = More light passes through the lens = Shallow depth of field 
Small aperture hole (e.g. f/16) = Less light passes through the lens = Deeper depth of field 

 



 
 

One of the critical effects of aperture is Depth of Field which is the amount of the photographed scene that appears 
sharp from front to back. By setting the aperture number you can separate a subject from its background by having 
a shallow depth of field (e.g. f/2.8) or you can make almost everything from the foreground to background sharp 
using a high aperture number (e.g. f/11). 

We usually use the benefits of shallow depth of field for shooting portraits, wildlife, or sport (blurry background 
and/or foreground, subject separation). The deeper depth of field is useful especially in landscape or cityscape 
photography where we request sharp details everywhere. 

 

 
Peeing Figures, Prague | Aperture & depth of field | f/1.8 – f/22 | 50mm 

 



 
 

| ISO 

ISO measures the sensitivity of the camera sensor. The lower the number, the less sensitive your camera is to light 
and the finer the resulting image. Higher numbers mean your sensor is more sensitive to light, and this allows you to 
use your camera in darker situations. The cost of doing so is a lower quality of details and more noise in the picture. 

 

 

 



 
 

We always want to keep the ISO as low as possible to achieve precise details and avoid noise. If you shoot stills in 
low light you should use a tripod and keep the ISO low. However, tripod won’t solve the problem when you 
photograph moving subjects (e.g. wildlife, wedding, street photo) so sometimes you have to increase the ISO.   

 
High ISO and noise reduction | f/5 | 1/500s | ISO 10 000 | 240mm  

Tip: No need to be obsessed with “perfect” picture quality. Pay attention rather to important aspects of photography. Ansel Adams said "There is nothing 
worse than a brilliant image of a fuzzy concept" which I totally agree with. Most of the award-winning National Geographic photographs are noisy as hell. If 
you have to shoot with high ISO there are still very powerful tools to reduce the noise to a minimum and you will learn those techniques in our workshops.  



 
 

| Shutter Speed 

Shutter speed is the duration of the exposure (The time that the sensor is exposed to the light) recorded in fractions 
of a second e.g. 1/60 (60th of a second) or in seconds 5” (5 seconds).  

 

  
Snowy Owl | f/5 | 1/2500s | ISO 1250 | 220mm                                          Panning | f/10 | 1/6 seconds | ISO 100 | 35mm 

 

Tip: For shooting handheld, there is a simple recommendation. To avoid shaky images caused by your hands set at least the same value as is the focal 
length of your lens (e.g. for 50mm lens set at least 1/50s. If your hands are less stable (Hangover or it’s windy) you may double the shutter speed: 1/100s). 

Fast shutter speed (e.g. 1/1000s)  = freezes the movement = Shooting wildlife, sports 
Slower shutter speed (e.g. 1/8s) = blurs the motion = To demonstrate the movement (e.g. panning) 
Long exposure (e.g. 30s) = blurs the motion even more = Capturing light trails, night sky, moving clouds 

 



 
 

Mount Cook, New Zealand | Long exposure                                                                                                                             f/13 | 2x 52 seconds | ISO 125 | 150mm 



 
 

| Shooting Modes 
Shooting Modes allow photographers to control the parameters of an exposure, specifically, Shutter speed, 
Aperture, and ISO. Certain modes allow us to specify one or more parameters and the other parameters will be 
automatically calculated in the camera.  

In this book, I won’t describe artificial “creative” modes like sport, portrait, macro, landscape, or night because they 
are all just camera presets and you will never need to use them. I won’t also spend time with Automatic mode 
because a photographer must somehow control the camera to avoid unwanted results. So there are only three 
modes in the world of photography we will need: 

| Aperture priority 

Aperture priority (usually denoted as AV or A) is a camera mode in which you manually set your aperture, while the 
camera automatically selects a shutter speed. If your ISO is automatic the camera chooses the best combination of 
shutter speed and ISO for optimal exposure. This mode is perfect for stills or shooting handheld. The advantage of 
priority modes is speed and simplicity. If you shoot a portrait and you want the background blurry to separate the 
subject you simply set the aperture to the lowest aperture number (e.g. f/2.8) and you don’t care about anything 
else. A similar situation is with landscapes. Photographer simply sets the aperture to e.g. f/11 (deep depth of field) 
and he/she doesn’t have to care about the shutter speed because nothing is moving in the scene.  

| Shutter speed priority 

Shutter speed priority (usually denoted as TV or S) is a camera mode in which you manually set your shutter speed, 
while the camera automatically selects the aperture. If your ISO is automatic the camera chooses the best 
combination of aperture and ISO for optimal exposure. This mode is useful when photographing anything in motion 
as we have the ability to freeze the movement or control how the movement will be demonstrated.  

  



 
 

| Manual mode 

With manual mode (M) you have full control over the exposure and associated side effects as you need to specify 
shutter speed, aperture, and alternatively ISO. The built-in exposure meter will tell you how dark or bright the result 
will be.  

Manual mode makes sense in many cases. Especially when you shoot from the tripod and you want to have control 
over all of the settings (e.g. long exposures or capturing the night sky, northern lights). I also prefer to use manual 
mode when I shoot wildlife because I need to lock the aperture at the lowest possible value and I need to lock the 
shutter speed also at a certain number to freeze the motion. In this case, I leave the ISO automatic because the 
camera will automatically set the best sensitivity for me and I can fully concentrate on animals.  

Many educators in the photography courses will tell you that you have to shoot manual to become a real 
photographer. This is not true. The most important is to understand the numbers and what effects they make but I 
recommend using manual mode only in cases when it really makes sense. If you, for example, use the full manual 
mode on the street (handheld) you will probably lose many interesting moments because it’s slow and you will be 
most of the time spinning the controls to achieve correct exposure. Half of the pictures will be most likely 
underexposed, overexposed, fuzzy, or too noisy. 

In photography you should be fully concentrated on what is really important:  

 Composition 
 Atmosphere 
 Story or idea 
 Expressions and the right moment.  

If the situation doesn’t necessarily require controlling all camera parameters, don’t spend time with them. In many 
cases, it’s more productive to use priority modes that allow you to focus on aspects that really make pictures great. 



 
 

| Light metering 
Light metering is how your camera determines what the correct exposure (shutter speed, aperture, and ISO) should 
be, depending on the amount of light that goes into the camera. There are many types of metering modes across 
the camera brands but three of them are common for all. “Spot Metering” measures the light only in a small area in 
the center. “Center-Weighted Metering” averages the light of the entire scene with emphasis on the center of the 
frame. They both ignore your focusing point. In most cases, I recommend using the “Evaluative/Matrix Metering” 
which averages the light of the entire scene with a strong emphasis on the area of your focusing point.  

   

| Exposure Compensation 

If you are shooting with Aperture or Shutter Speed priority, the camera will use its light metering to estimate the 
„correct“ exposure. However, sometimes the estimation is not as we wish and we want to force the camera to make 
a brighter or a darker image. For this reason, our cameras have a function called exposure compensation. The logic 
behind is very simple. If you are photographing for example in the Aperture priority and you want a brighter image 
the camera will slow down the shutter speed or increase ISO. If you are in shutter speed priority and you request a 
darker result, the camera will decide either to enlarge the aperture hole or lower the ISO number.  



 
 

| Autofocus 
Correct focusing is a fundamental procedure behind each great picture. Our participants sometimes ask me: Where 
should I focus? The answer is simple. Always ask yourself what your subject is or what is the most important 
element of the scene for you.  

This is a simple rule when you shoot portraits, wildlife, or sports. However, in landscape photography, it’s not always 
as easy because each element in the scene might have the same importance. In such cases, we focus on a place 
approximately in 1/3 of the distance from the foreground to background. Alternatively, you can use a technique 
called “focus stacking” where you take several pictures focused at different distances and then you combine them 
into one image during the image post-processing. 

 

  
f/4.5 | 1/2000s | ISO 10 000 | 300mm | Single focus point                           f/10 | 5s | ISO 100 | 23mm | Single focus point, 1/3 of the distance 



 
 

Auto-focusing systems in modern cameras offer a number of strategies from Single focus point where you specify 
the focus point yourself to various areas where the focusing point is selected automatically by sophisticated 
algorithms. So which one to use? 

 

 

In landscape/city/architecture photography I suggest always using single focus point. In any situation, you must be 
the one who specifies the most important element and tells that this location should be 100% in focus. 

In portrait and wildlife photography it simply depends on how powerful your camera is. If systems like eye/face 
detection and motion tracking work really reliably you may use the “wide area” and leave the camera to find focus 
points for you. Modern mirror-less cameras can do it very quickly which makes photographer's life much easier. 
However, if your camera doesn’t support such features or when it doesn’t work properly it is better to use the single 
focus point. The focusing point should also aim to a place with some contrast or edge otherwise the autofocus may 
not work properly. 

 

Tip: Experienced photographers very often use a technique called re-composition when they shoot handheld with single focus point. It means that you are 
not moving the focusing point manually across the display to find the subject but you usually keep the focus point in the center. The principle is following: 
Focus on your subject in the center, half-way press, and hold the shutter button. The focus is now locked at the place you originally focused and you can 
aim your camera somewhere else to find a better composition. Once you are satisfied you can finish the picture. This technique is significantly faster than 
moving focusing point manually across the display but in some cases, it might be less accurate.  



 
 

| Histogram 
The histogram is a graphical representation of the tonal values of your image. Let’s see some examples. From the 
picture and its histogram below, you can see that there are more shadows than highlights. This is fine because we 
wanted to capture mostly the atmosphere of the dark temple. The histogram doesn’t have to be balanced, you 
should only avoid tones stacked to the extreme left or right side as it means that the most intensive highlights or 
shadows would be clipped and you won’t be able to recover any details from there.  

 

Tip: If you realize during the shooting that shadows or highlights are clipped you should try to compensate the exposure so that there are no extremes. 
Alternatively, you can take two or three different exposures which you combine into one during the image post-processing. 



 
 

| White Balance 
White balance determines how “accurate” the colors of the photograph are. The way our eyes see colors is very 
different from the way our digital devices decode them. Our cameras come with the option to manually set or adjust 
white balance. Typical settings include presets like “Daylight”, “Shade”, “Cloudy”, “Tungsten” or “Fluorescent”. We 
can also use the option “Auto white balance” which allows the camera to estimate and set “correct” color 
temperature for us. This works quite well in most cases.  

If you’re using RAW you can change white balance easily in post-processing, but if shooting JPEG, you must pay 
attention to it while shooting. 

    
Auto | 7500K                                             Daylight | 5500K                                       Cloudy | 6500K                                         Tungsten | 2850K 

    
Auto | 2500K                                             Daylight | 5500K                                       Cloudy | 6500K                                         Tungsten | 2850K 



 
 

| Image post-processing 
We consider image post-processing as the third most important part of photography. Once you master your camera 
and you start creating beautiful compositions it’s time for picture finalization. Believe it or not, even professional 
photographers do not produce perfect pictures straight from the camera. You can be sure that their raw images 
look often the same as yours. The difference is that they realize the potential and they spend some time finalizing 
their Idea. 

Cameras don’t see the world the same way as we do. Do you think that the waterfall and its surrounding looked, in 
reality, the same way as it’s on the left picture?  

 
Raw file | f/8 | 1/160s | ISO 1600 | 16mm                                                                               Picture after post-production 

Of course, it didn’t. I remember bright colors in the sky and sun softly highlighting the inner parts of the cave. The 
dynamic range of the camera simply doesn’t match the abilities of our eyes. This is one of the reasons why we have 
to edit our pictures. To make the picture reflect what we saw and felt. 



 
 

Many participants consider picture editing hard and time-consuming. The truth is that in 90% of cases you don’t 
have to spend more than 15-30min with image editing. The point is to identify what in the picture is wrong and what 
parts need adjustments. From the raw image above we can see that all shadows (dark parts) should be brighter and 
highlights a bit darker. This way we obtain hidden details and the image becomes more balanced. Also, some colors 
might be more vibrant to increase the sunset atmosphere. The third step was to increase overall structure and 
contrast to improve the depth of the scene (the picture won’t look so flat).   

| Basic Editing 

Especially in the beginning, it does not matter which application you use for editing your pictures. Believe me that 
basic edits make the majority of the success and it’s not time-consuming at all. Even the free editing apps which 
came along with your camera can do that and it will undoubtedly help your pictures truly stand out. I mean 
especially functions like cropping, rotation (balance), correcting shadows and highlights, playing with color tones, 
contrast, brightness, and structure.  

In any case, if you do want to edit your pictures you should be using the RAW format. When shooting in Jpeg image 
information is compressed and lost. Jpeg captures in 8bit, and RAW is usually 12bit or 14bit. With RAW you have 
simply a wider dynamic range and color gamut so it’s much easier to correct the exposure and color tones without a 
drastic reduction in quality. 

| Advanced post-production 

The basic edits are fundamental and they can vastly improve your pictures. However, in some cases you will need 
more than that like for example work only with a certain picture area (based on selection, color, or intensity), 
combine two or more pictures into one, blend layers, make retouches or apply some effects. We cannot describe all 
tools and how to use them as this would be for a whole book. Editing is a necessary part of photography and that’s 
why we focus on one-on-one sessions during our workshops. We are well aware that without decent image 
finalization it is nearly impossible to achieve those breathtaking portfolio shots. 



 
 

| Filters 
There are many types of photo filters but I would like to mention just a few I consider the most effective in 
landscape photography. The first one you may use is a Polarizer which can minimize reflections and enhance some 
colors.  

The second one is a Neutral Density Filter which allows us to create long exposures during the daylight as the filter 
reduces the amount of light. Depending on ND filter density (1 – 10stops) we can slow down the shutter speed to a 
few seconds (pic. below on the left) or even to minutes (pic. on the right). The desired effect of long exposure is 
especially that the water surface becomes nicely smooth and reflective. And if the exposure is long enough we can 
even capture the movement of the clouds. The third type is called Graduated ND and it’s a special case of ND filter. 
This filter is made of two parts - a completely transparent part and a dark section which we usually place up - to 
darken the bright sky and increase the dynamic range.    

   
McLean Falls | f/11 | 3s, ND 1 stop | ISO 100 | 16mm                                               Kirkjufell | f/11 | 7min, ND 10 stops + polarizer | ISO 100 | 16mm 



 
 

| Atmosphere & Light 
Lighting always plays a huge role in your image. To capture the atmosphere of a specific scene, your goal should be 
to emphasize that lighting as much as possible. 

The best light conditions are usually during sunrise, sunset, golden and blue hour. The golden hour occurs just 
after sunrise and before sunset, when the sun is low on the horizon, creating that signature warm glow. The blue 
hour arrives after sunset and before sunrise. The golden and blue hour rarely lasts a full hour. It’s sometimes just a 
few minutes while we can capture the best colors in the sky. 

The biggest mistake aspiring photographers do is when they leave the spot just after the sunset as this is usually 
when the real show starts. There are many factors improving the atmosphere in the picture which we cannot affect 
(e.g. mist, dramatic sky, etc.) but photographing during the best possible light conditions is paramount for us.  

   
Prague golden hour | f/11 | 1/1600s | ISO 100 | 105mm                                         Archway Islands blue hour | f/11 | 1/2s | ISO 100 | 16mm   



 
 

| Thank you 
 

This is only an introduction to the world of photography and you can be sure that 
joining our photography workshops will provide you much more knowledge and skills 
which you cannot gain from any book.  

 

 
Please see all our workshops at InscapePhotoTours.com 

Sign up for our Newsletter 

Follow us on Facebook and Instagram 

Or email us anytime at info@inscapephototours.com 
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