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Introduction

For so many of us, a short holiday or city break is 
the only chance we have to travel, and photography 
provides the proof and memories of times well spent.  

My name is Keith Wilson and I’d like to welcome you 
to this four–part course on Holiday and City Break 
Photography.   

This course will provide a wonderful blend of travel 
advice, photographic tips and general knowledge that 
can be applied to a wide range of destinations.  
My aim is to help you improve your camera skills and 
visual awareness. 

The result will be greater confidence in your own 
ability and a tantalising glimpse of some of the 
world’s most photogenic locations – many of which 
may already be on your doorstep.

Keith
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Course Curriculm
Week 1. Sights & Landmarks

From the biggest cities to the sleepiest 
villages, nearly every location has 
a favourite tourist spot, a historic 
landmark, or a picturesque view that 
every visitor wants to photograph. This 
chapter examines how to photograph 
these subjects and achieve a result that is 
recognisable, yet different. We will show 
you how to plan your shoot, consider 
the light and surroundings, and select 
the right lens and exposure for an eye-

catching result. With a basic understanding of composition and nothing more 
complicated than a little bit of thought and imagination, you will start seeing 
the familiar in a completely different light. 

Week 2. Street Life
Cities, towns and villages derive their 
dynamism, energy and ambience from 
the people who live and work there. This 
chapter focuses on photographing peo-
ple, whether in groups in well-known set-
tings, or as individuals picked out from 
the crowd. Street markets, festivals, city 
squares, beach promenades, lunchtime 
cafes and bars are the settings we will 
explore, where no two opportunities are 
the same because your subjects are un-

known, never still, and certainly not for hire! A chance then for candid imagery 
and scenes of the unexpected as you learn to make truly unique pictures that 
will say so much about your weekend break.

Week 3. Weather extremes
A weekend break is not always about blue 
skies and sunshine, but nor should a grey, 
wet day be viewed as a photographer’s 
curse either. All it takes is a willingness to 
change your plans for the day, an altered 
perspective, even a move indoors, to lead 
to a fresh set of picture opportunities. We 
will examine how changing light and un-
expected weather developments can re-
sult in more dramatic results, and how to 
make the most of the flat even lighting of 
an overcast day – ideal for close-ups and 

details! It’s about being prepared for the unexpected and seeing the photo-
graphic potential in a sudden downpour, an unseasonal snowfall, or capturing 
how the locals cope with a heat wave.

Week 4. A Day in the Life
The final chapter concludes with an excit-
ing mini assignment photographing Lon-
don in a day, from dawn to dusk, and us-
ing the best of the light to photograph this 
great city. But this isn’t just about London: 
the planning, techniques and skills adopt-
ed for this task can be applied to any city 
or town, even a rural location. It’s about 
following the sun, from dawn to dusk, and 
seeing how the quality and direction of 
sunlight can alter so much in just a few 
hours and dramatically transform the ap-

pearance of everything it reaches. The beauty of this chapter is that you will 
be able to appreciate further the importance and value of light on everything 
we photograph.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Travel & City Break Photography: 
Sights & Landmarks

From the biggest cities to the sleepiest villages, nearly every location has 
a well-known landmark, or a favourite view that every visitor wants to 
photograph. 

My name is Keith Wilson. In this chapter, we examine how to photograph 
these subjects in a way that is recognisable, yet different. I will show you how 
to understand the light and surroundings, and compose effectively for an eye-
catching result. With a bit of thought and imagination, you will start seeing 
the familiar in a completely different light. 

So let’s make a start…

Good planning and preparation before your departure is vital to getting the 
photographs you want. It is not just about deciding what to pack – although 
we will come to that – it is also about knowing what to expect, especially if 
you are going somewhere that you have not been to before. Here are some 
tips:

• Speak to someone who knows your destination: you may have a friend who 
has recently been, or better still know of someone who has lived there. 
• Use the Internet to get as much information as you can about what to see, 
how to get around, when attractions open and shut.
• Before the Internet, planning meant buying an informative guidebook and 
map of your destination. These are still handy to use once you have arrived, 
just check they are up to date. 
• It is vital also that your map has plenty of detail, gives the correct scale, and 
shows the direction of North.

Google Maps is really useful and reliable. There is a distance scale and easy to 
use sliding switch for zooming in and direction pad for panning up and down 
and across the map. The closer you zoom, the more detail that is revealed: 
the names of museums, cafes, restaurants, local landmarks and other major 

attractions become clearly visible. 

• Before you book, check the location of your hotel accommodation in 
relation to the sights and landmarks. Most hotels include Google Map on their 
websites. So choose somewhere to stay that isn’t too far from the sights.  
• Make a shoot list for each of the days you are staying. Again Google Map is 
useful as it displays a selection of photos uploaded by visitors that gives you 
an idea of the type of pictures are possible, and their location on the map. 
• When making your shoot list, it’s a good idea to select specific subjects for 
the start and finish of each day. Know where on your map the sun will rise and 
set and work out which sights will be facing the sun at these times. 
• Also, look-up the sunrise and sunset times of your destination. This is 
because architectural landmarks and other city sights look their best when the 
sun is low in the sky and the light is warm and less harsh. 
• Simply remember, that east-facing landmarks should be seen in the early 
morning and west-facing subjects visited in the late afternoon. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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It’s now time for take-off!   

Although increased security at airports 
makes departure more time consuming, 
your photography could begin with 

the view from your seat. I always try to get 
a window seat and keep a compact camera 
handy in case the view proves special.

Here, I was flying back from Rome to London, 
crossing the Alps as the sun set in the western 
sky. I was looking east and the golden light 
hitting the struts beneath the wing caught my 
eye. The snow-capped Alps are hidden in a 
purple haze and separated from the sky by a 
narrow band of smudged orange. It is a simple, 
graphic image. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Most of the time we curse sitting close to the wing because it obstructs 
the view. But here, it is the wing that makes the image because of its 
diagonal shape thrusting into the centre of the frame and the warmth 

of the light it reflects. 

Here is another example, this time in Asia - a short domestic flight from 
Sandakan to Kota Kinabalu in Malaysian Borneo one late afternoon. As we 
began our descent we passed the summit of Mt Kinabalu, one of the highest 
mountains in South East Asia. By placing the camera lens square onto the 
windowpane, the risk of flare caused by stray reflections was kept to a 
minimum. 

This is a good time to talk about what to pack. Both these pictures were 
taken with a *high quality digital zoom compact. For a shot like this, a DSLR 
can be too big to use, especially when sitting in economy class! 
I also had the rest of my camera gear with me as hand luggage as I never put 
my camera gear into the luggage hold of the plane. 
I like to travel light with *one DSLR body and two or three lenses, including a 
fast *standard zoom. 

To save on weight and bulk, I rarely pack a long telephoto, but I also avoid 
the ‘all-in-one’ option of a superzoom, as these lenses tend to suffer in image 
quality at one end of their zooming range. 
*A light but strong tripod that collapses down to a size that can be secured 
to your hand luggage is also on my packing list as is a small spirit level 
to slide into the camera hotshoe. This is a handy accessory if your tripod 
doesn’t have a built-in spirit level. It helps ensure your camera is perfectly 
level. 

Don’t forget the remote release for making long exposures when your 
camera is mounted on the tripod. Pack a plentiful supply of *memory cards – 
8Gb are my preference. Most cameras use rechargeable lithium batteries so 
make sure you pack the battery charger and an adapter plug. 

If you’re taking a separate flashgun, pack spare batteries.  Lenses need to be 
looked after so keep the front elements clean with a *lens cloth and keep the 
lens cap on when not in use.  I always pack a *polarizing filter to boost blue 
skies and emphasise faint cloud. 

Lastly, I pack a *sunrise/sunset compass. This is used by television 
and cinema camera crews. Not only does it point to True North like a 
conventional compass, it also gives estimated sunrise and sunset positions at 
every mid-month of the year, from the equator up to 50° latitude. 
      
Is there a more photographed city in the world than Venice?
The sheer number of iconic images of this unique city means Venice is 
universally known. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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This is my photograph of the view of the Grand Canal looking north 
from the Rialto Bridge. Compare it to the photo from Google Map  
also showing the view north from the bridge. You can see that I have 

focused more on the right bank of the canal to make a point of interest out 
of the shore activity, in particular the gondola in the bottom third of the 
frame - something that was lacking from the Google Map shot. 

Piazza San Marco, or St Mark’s Square as it’s 
known in English, is the heart of Venice.  The 
main focal point is the tall steeple-like tower of 
the Campanile. Like any vertical structure, it is 
difficult to photograph from the ground. You 
can zoom in to show the top but as my picture 
shows, a wideangle lens is needed to get the full 
height into the frame. 

However, this makes the surrounding buildings 
appear to lean into the picture. This optical 
illusion is known as converging verticals and is 
impossible to avoid when photographing tall 
structures from the ground. 

Instead, I chose to exaggerate the effect. I 
recomposed so that the Campanile rose at a 
more acute angle from the bottom left corner 
of the frame. The result is an image that adds 
the graphic elements of strong diagonals to 
a famous Venetian landmark, set against a 
background of brilliant blue sky.   

Dominating the eastern end of the Piazza 
St Marco is the lavish façade of St Mark’s 
Basilica.  Facing West, this meant it was best 
photographed in the light of late afternoon. I 
zoomed up for a closer view of the exquisite 
carvings that decorate the roof. Although still 
shooting from the ground, zooming closer 

has reduced the converging verticals effect.  When photographing historic 
architecture, it often pays to look for symmetry. Strong geometrical lines and 
patterns have a graphical quality that is appealing to the eye.

For example, in this photograph of St Mark’s Basilica, I positioned myself 
directly beneath the centre spire. Looking up from the ground I composed 
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the shot so that the two flanking spires were equidistant from the edges of the 
frame. They are still leaning – converging verticals again – but the symmetrical 
content of the composition makes this a pleasing effect on the eye. 

Here is another example of symmetry in composition.
This time in London and another cathedral – St Paul’s. Standing in front of the 
Great West Door, the 
famous dome cannot 
be seen. But the 
bell tower (left) and 
clock tower (right), 
with equally spaced 
columns between, 
created the symmetry 
for this picture. The 
sun was low in the 
sky to the right of the 
frame, giving a soft 
light and shadow that 
helped define the 
texture and detail of 
the stonework. 

As its name suggests, the Great West Door faces west, but when this shot was 
taken in January, the sun was setting more southwest. 
Remember, the Sunrise/Sunset compass? 
Using this little accessory at St Paul’s earlier gave me the information I needed 
about where the sun would be later in the day. 

By mid-March, London’s landmarks are being lit due East and due West in the 
early morning and late afternoon respectively. You therefore have to be sure 
that you are at the right position at the right time of day.

For example, here is the East side of London’s famous Tower Bridge on a mid-
March morning. The sunlight is bright and direct. Every spot of colour and 
paintwork is lit and the passing red buses contrast strongly with the blue of 
the suspension cables as well as the sky. What this means is that the other side 

of the bridge – the West side – will be in shadow. 
And here’s the proof…  

Not only is this side of the bridge in shadow, but the bright conditions meant 
I was shooting into the sun. When viewed side by side, these two pictures are 
markedly different and yet they are separated only by a few minutes and a 
hundred yards of riverbank.  

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Even with the most iconic landmarks, keep your eyes open for the unusual.

 I almost missed this worker abseiling down the side of the bridge and 
zoomed in for a closer view. Even in this close-up there is enough 
recognizable features of Tower Bridge to know where this photograph 

was taken.  

When visiting a landmark that has been photographed thousands of times 
before, the challenge is to get a different view.

Most pictures of the Sydney Opera House depict it against the arch of Sydney’s 
other famous landmark, the Harbour Bridge. In my picture, I wanted to convey 
the Opera House in its harbour setting, so I used the panoramic format. 

Many digital cameras have a choice of formats, including panorama, that crop 
the image sensor. This will reduce the overall number of pixels used by the 
sensor.

For this image I stood beneath the Bridge and looked East to the Opera 
House. It was late afternoon in June, which meant the sun was low in the west 
immediately behind me, but shining directly onto the white tiled sails of the 
Opera House roof. I wanted a ferry or ship to sail into the frame on the left to 
balance the composition. 

Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long and I was able to align the bow of the 
ship and the base of the Opera House with the horizon in the distance. This 
created a compositional line across the bottom third of the frame. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Many landmarks, such as the Sydney Harbour Bridge, are so well known 
that you need only see part of their structure to identify them.  In this 
shot, enough of the Bridge is included for it to be familiar, but what’s 

not so well known is this viewpoint. 

You won’t see many images of the Bridge like this on postcards or in 
magazines. This different perspective also depicts the Bridge for the function 
it serves – an important link between Sydney’s two halves, across a vast 
stretch of water. 

Not all harbours have amazing examples of engineering or architecture 
to draw the visitor.  Stornoway Harbour on the Isle of Lewis in the Outer 
Hebrides of Scotland supports a small fishing fleet and very few pleasure 

craft. Here, the panoramic format formed the ideal frame for the line of 
anchored boats. The soft light was matched by the stillness of the water, 
creating an archetypal image of a tranquil harbour. 

There was another reason for the peace and quiet too – it was Sunday. In this 
remote part of Scotland the Sabbath is still keenly observed: most shops are 
shut and people stay at home. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Whether you’re religious or not, it is always 
worth finding out if your stay will coincide 
with a religious or cultural holiday or 

festival. Such events provide great opportunities for 
photography. 

A useful reference is Earth Calendar www.
earthcalendar.net an on-line daybook of holidays and 
celebrations from around the world, listed by date, 
country and religion. 

You can then search Google Images to see what the 
celebration looks like and get ideas for your own 
photographs.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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The panoramic format is mostly 
used for wide landscape views, 
but sometimes I turn the 

camera on its side to create a vertical 
panorama.

Don’t be afraid to experiment with 
cropping, as I did here in this shot 
of the Trevi Fountain in Rome. The 
thought process was not artistic! 
Simply, as one of Europe’s most 
visited landmarks, an unobstructed 
view was virtually impossible. 

A vertical panorama narrowed the 
width of the composition to crop 
out distracting onlookers, but still 
included the key elements of the 
subject. The extra height meant an 
area of blue sky was included to 
balance the area of water at the base 
of the picture. 

Some major landmarks are simply too 
big for the camera. A wideangle lens 
only diminishes their scale.
The huge exterior of Rome’s 
Coliseum is a classic example. There 
are always hordes of visitors outside 
trying to get the postcard shot. 

My preferred images were taken 
inside the amphitheatre, again using 
the panoramic format. The Coliseum’s 
elliptical shape is more apparent 
when viewed from the inside. From 
within, the walls sweep in an arc 

around you, which suits the elongated format of panorama perfectly.   Here 
I have again used a vertical panorama to depict the concentric walls of the 
Coliseum as a series of layers from the closest at the foot of the frame to 
the most distant at the top. In both shots, tourists are visible but the sheer 
size of the Coliseum means they do not intrude on the key aspects of the 
composition.

Remember to always keep your camera handy and be prepared to react 
quickly.  While framing St Paul’s Cathedral with a wideangle zoom, this old 
London Route Master bus turned into view. I pressed the shutter quickly before 
it drove out of frame. Checking the monitor confirmed my timing was spot on. 
There is a wonderful mix of lighting in this shot. The afterglow of the setting 
sun mixed with the floodlights on the Cathedral. The bus headlights were on 
and the fluorescent strip lights inside revealed the faces of the passengers. 

Don’t forget to look back at the subject when walking away, as you might see 
something that wasn’t clear before.
I followed the bus down Ludgate Hill for barely a minute then looked back to 
see an awesome floodlit St Paul’s and the great dome rising against an indigo 
sky. I zoomed in to include only the bell tower in the foreground and metered 
off the grey dome for a correct exposure. In all lighting conditions, look for 
a mid-tone such as grey to make a spot meter reading for the most accurate 
exposure.    

Twilight can be a brief, yet wonderful time of the day for photography.
At this time of the day in Venice, the canals act like darkened mirrors. They 
reflect hotel lights and other ambient light sources to produce a thick wash of 
colour in the water. Here, the tarpaulins covering the line of moored gondolas 
formed an atmospheric band of blue to complement the night sky. Their 
pointed shadows are like black claws in the water. 

The length of twilight varies according to the latitude of your location. It is 
virtually non-existent at the equator but lengthens considerably the further 
north or south you travel. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com


PAGE 13  

Being close to the Arctic Circle, Iceland has very long days 
during the summer. This image at Thingvellir National Park 
was taken around 11pm in July. 

The long twilight meant there was still enough light in the sky to 
reveal the snow and ice on the surrounding hills. The interior light 
of the house is the main focal point. I mounted the camera on a 
tripod, metered off the red roof, and used a remote release to fire 
the shutter.  

At 64°N, Reykjavik in Iceland is the world’s most northerly capital 
city.  At this latitude, Iceland’s dry polar air is virtually free of 
pollution and moisture, which makes for incredibly clear skies. 

This image was also taken in July, when the sun spends only a few 
hours below the horizon in the northern sky. The most spectacular 
sunsets are usually seen from the coast because the sea provides 
a clear horizon where it meets the sky. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Wherever we go, the lure of the sunset remains strong. A useful website 
for finding out the sunrise and sunset times anywhere in the world is www.
sunrisesunsetmap.com. Of course, knowing these times is also important for 

making the best use of the light at early morning and late afternoon.  
  
Here are three more sunset examples taken in three very different locations. 
The Portuguese island of Madeira sits at a latitude of 32°N, further south 
than anywhere in the European mainland. This sunset was shot in September. 
Being near one of the two equinoxes of the calendar year, this was a time 
when day and night were of equal duration. The sunset was much earlier in 
the evening and further west than the one in Iceland in July.
 
If we follow the same line of latitude west across the Atlantic and the North 
American continent, we come to the city of San Diego on the Pacific Coast. I 
used a wideangle lens to include this row of palm trees as lead-in line to the 
fiery orb of the sun. 

Here is the same sunset but photographed with a telephoto lens.
The telephoto view loses the palm trees and emphasizes the graphic 
simplicity of this scene. We now have a yellow sphere sitting just above the 
straight dark line of the horizon, with an orange sky above and dark water 
below. It’s a simple composition but dramatic.
So what about the tropics?

My last sunset image was taken looking west across the South China Sea in 
Malaysian Borneo. At a latitude of 5°N, this is an equatorial location, which 
means there is a wet season. 

This image was made in October, the wettest month! All that humidity makes 
for a spectacular sunset as the light refracts to a greater degree in the moist 
air. This creates an amazing spread of fiery colours. I didn’t use any filters for 
this image, nor make any adjustments in PhotoShop. It was exactly as you 
see it here.   

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Once night falls, look for buildings and other sights that are illuminated by 
artificial lighting. 
In Cologne, this colorful array of neon signs on an office building provided 
plenty of colour and interest. I set an exposure that rendered most of the 
building dark and made the neon colours appear more saturated. Several 
other exposures over and under the metered reading were made. This 
technique is called bracketing. Quite often the chosen picture, the ‘keeper’, is 
one of the bracketed exposures, not the original metered exposure. It can be 
down to personal choice.

Buildings take on an entirely different appearance at night under floodlights. 
But some are simply more remarkable than others. 
This is the celebrated three-Michelin-star restaurant of Paul Bocuse, in Lyon. 

The richly painted facade appeared more vivid at night when floodlit. I 
didn’t have my tripod – it was still daylight when I had entered the building 
– but when I came out and saw this I just had to take a picture. I handheld 
the camera as steadily as possible and metered directly off the building. 
Fortunately, there was enough light to give a shutter speed that was just fast 
enough to avoid an image resembling a wobbly soufflé!  

Away from the cities and towns, there are many natural landmarks famed for 
their beauty and location.

Death Valley in California is one of the hottest places on Earth. In the middle 
of winter when this picture was made, the temperatures are more bearable. 
More importantly the light is less harsh. This outcrop of eroded sandstone 
is Manly Beacon and was photographed from Zabriskie Point. I took a 
meter reading from the sandstone in the middle distance and chose a wider 
setting on my zoom to include the multi-toned layers of sandstone in the 
foreground. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com


PAGE 16  

When shooting landscapes, foreground interest helps to add depth 
to a view.    The telephoto view from the same position makes 
Manly Beacon seem more imposing but the longer focal length has 

flattened the perspective. As a result, the picture lacks depth. But as a record 
shot of Manly Beacon from Zabriskie Point, it remains factually accurate. 
Perfect for a postcard. 

The lookout from Dante’s View reveals the true scale of Death Valley and 
its surroundings.  Dante’s View is more than 5,400 feet high in the Black 
Mountains. It provides a clear view over the white saltpans of the Badwater 
Basin, the lowest point in the mainland United States. My photograph here is 
another wideangle view.. The scrub was included to add foreground interest 
as well as depth to the overall scene.

Sometimes it is what can be seen from a prominent natural landmark rather 
than the landmark itself that provides the picture opportunity.
The sea cliff known as Golden Cap in Dorset is the highest point in southern 
England. 

Sea cliffs make for spectacular pictures – providing you can photograph from 
the sea or air! The view from the cliff was a better option. I chose to focus 
on a small section of Golden Cap that was warmly lit by the afternoon sun. I 
included enough of the sea in the distance to provide the necessary context 
about the location. From this viewpoint it was possible, with a telephoto 
zoom, to pick out scenes on the beach below such as this sea angler. The 
southerly aspect meant there was plenty of directional sunlight to bring forth 
the natural colours in the cliff, beach and water. 

A longer telephoto lens makes it possible to magnify smaller sections of 
interest. Here, I made an abstract study of where land meets the sea. I 
composed the scene so that the bands of water, brine, sand and shingle ran 
diagonally across the frame. This is more visually dynamic than representing 
them as a series of horizontal bands. 
Looking further down the coast through the telephoto lens, I framed the line 
of anglers and beachcombers spread along the shore. This series of images 
doesn’t capture Golden Cap as the prime subject, but they do show how 
a high vantage and a wide range of focal lengths can create a variety of 
images from a perspective that would not be possible elsewhere. 

We began this chapter with views from a plane window and from the Rialto 
Bridge in Venice.

Let’s conclude by returning to Venice and seeing the Rialto Bridge itself, but 
this time at night. It isn’t quite as busy and the shops are shut. Floodlights 
illuminate the bridge from the darkness, creating an entirely different mood. 
The few people dotted along the bridge and in the foreground provide 
life and charm. As a result, I think this is a more romantic interpretation of 
the Rialto Bridge – something that would have been almost impossible to 
achieve by day.  
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