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Torres del Paine National Park, Chile. 

Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 

lens, ISO 50, f/14, 3.2 seconds.

INTRODUCTION



’ve had it bad for a really long time. I didn’t care who I 

hurt, or what lens I used—Canon, Nikon, Tamron, ISigma, or Zeiss—just as long as it was wide. Just when 

I thought I was finally making some progress battling my 

addiction, lens makers started making lenses wider than 

ever before. Now I’m off the wagon, and I just can’t get 

enough of that sweet, sweet, ultra-wide.

Ultra-wide and landscape photography are made for each 

other. Some people might find this counterintuitive—after 

all, ultra-wide angles of view can make stunning land-

scape features, like huge mountains, look very small—but 

if you learn to use your ultra-wide the right way, you’ll be 

able to create some truly unorthodox perspectives. And 

that’s what this book and video course aims to do: to 

teach you exactly how to use your ultra-wide to create 

compelling and unique landscape photos.

The first step in dealing with your ultra-wide addiction is 

admitting that you have a problem. The second step is 

scoring a sweet, ultra-wide lens. The third step is carefully 

studying this course. The final step is getting out there, 

and plunging headfirst into some intense ultra-wide 

action! Torres del Paine National Park, Chile. Canon 5DIII, 

Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/16, 0.5 seconds.

JUNKIE 
AND I’M A WIDE ANGLE
HI, MY NAME IS IAN



his book emphasizes photographic field techniques for 

making great ultra-wide landscape images. These days, there Tare many who resort to extreme Photoshop manipulation to 

create stunning landscape “photos,” using the computer to change 

the very substance of the scene photographed by replacing skies, 

radically warping compositional features, and adding color and light 

that simply weren’t present when the shutter was triggered. 

Personally, I resist that approach: I consider myself a photographer, 

not a Photoshop artist (or whatever you want to name it). Call me 

quaint, but I believe the true magic of the landscape is found out 

there, and not something to be fabricated while sitting at home in 

front of the computer. 

Don’t get me wrong: I’m by no means a purist, and I recognize that 

the “digital darkroom” is an important and necessary step to bring 

out the best of your digital photographs. And I embrace techniques 

that allow you to get around technical limitations of your equip-

ment (such as exposure blending for enhanced dynamic range and 

depth of field), and I discuss a few of these techniques in this 

course. But 

digital darkroom mastery is beyond the scope of this 

course; if you wish to learn more, there are many excellent tutorials 

available that can help you better understand digital processing 

techniques. Death Valley National Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 

11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 0.5 seconds, focus stack blend. 

If you’re hoping to learn how to make digital 

cartoons, I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place! 

you won’t learn here any Photoshop tricks for dramati-

cally altering the reality of the scene photographed. Moreover, 

complete 

A QUICK NOTE ON DIGITAL PROCESSING



An ultra-wide perspective can open up whole 

new worlds of creativity to you. Komodo 

National Park, Indonesia. Canon 5DIII, Canon 

11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 0.6 seconds. 

WIDEGET



ack in the day, 24mm was considered So how wide are we talking about here? 

an ultra-wide perspective, but today, Consider this photo taken at 11mm on a full Bthis focal length is child’s-play. Lens frame camera, the widest angle available 

manufacturers are increasingly pushing the today. The top of the clouds were towering 

wide-angle envelope, and now we’re seeing above me, so I was able to include 

ultra-ultra-wide lenses, the widest (as of this everything from almost my feet to almost 

writing) being Canon’s EF 11-24mm f/4L right above my head. In precise terms, the 

USM lens, which is designed for full frame angle of view at 11mm is 126° 5', illustrated 

cameras. Considering today’s wide-angle by the diagram below (which, as should be 

options, you don’t start hitting what I would obvious, is not actually drawn to scale). I had 

consider to be ultra-wide territory until to be extra careful that my feet and tripod 

18mm and wider. legs weren’t in the photo.

So I’ll be talking about creating photos in 

the 11-18mm range (full frame)—with a 

heavy emphasis on the focal lengths at the 

widest part of the spread. Just to be clear, 

focal lengths this wide are somewhat 

specialized, and not all scenes will work well 

with such an extreme angle of view. But I 

guarantee this much: as soon as you start 

shooting ultra-wide, you’ll be on the lookout 

for compositions that work with the lens you 

have. When you are holding a hammer, 

suddenly everything starts to look like a nail! 

Torres del Paine National Park, Chile. Canon 

5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, 

f/11, exposure blend of 1/8 and 0.4 seconds. 

By the way, I’m not talking about fisheye 

lenses here, which are specialty lenses that 

have not been corrected for the extreme 

barrel distortion inherent to wide-angle 

optics, which causes straight lines to be 

rendered as curved. Lenses that have been 

corrected to allow straight lines to be 

rendered as straight are known as 

rectilinear lenses. This book focuses on 

rectilinear ultra-wide lenses, not fisheye 

lenses. Although you could certainly use a 

fisheye lens for your ultra-wide photog-

raphy, fisheye photography requires a 

specialized approach, and won’t be specif-

ically discussed in this book.  

WHAT IS ANULTRA-WIDE LENS?



s you can see from the photos above, there is a big difference between even 16mm and 11mm. A few things become immedi-

ately evident when using an ultra-wide lens; one of the first things you’ll notice is that even huge background subjects (such as Amountains) start looking really small. Getting close to both foreground and background features is a good strategy. The pho-

tos below—of an active lava lake located at the summit of the Nyiragongo Volcano in Congo’s Virunga National Park—show another 

comparison. The first image shows a telephoto view of the lava lake at 400mm. The second image shows the lava lake at what might 

be considered a “normal” perspective of 40mm (which approximates the field of view of human vision). The final image was taken 

using an ultra-wide 11mm field of view. Even though I didn’t change my position between shots, these three photos are completely 

different, with each having an entirely different compositional theme. 

16mm 11mm

JUST HOW WIDE ISULTRA-WIDE?

24mm 20mm

400mm 40mm 11mm



ere’s that last photo displayed large so you can study the com-

position. By zooming out to 11mm, the lava lake and the back-Hground are considerably reduced in size (the lava lake is the tiny 

circle in the middle with the smoke coming out). The cracks in the lava 

lake, which are featured so prominently in the 400mm photo and which 

are still clearly visible in the 40mm photo, can barely be seen in the ultra-

wide version. On the other hand, the ultra-wide shot shows the huge 

plumes of smoke rising from the crater into the sky, as well as the fore-

ground boulders which frame the scene, both of which are completely 

lost with the narrower fields of view. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 

lens, ISO 3200, f/8, exposure blend of 0.5 seconds and 4 seconds.

GET WIDE
CASE STUDY #1



When you have a big 

background. This is a 

good example of a scene 

that works well with an 

ultra-wide: the background 

mountain was close and 

large, allowing me to go 

wide without the mountain 

going small. Valley of Fire 

State Park, USA. Canon 

5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 

lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1/40 

second, focus stack blend.

When you have big 

clouds in the sky and lots 

of great foreground. 

When giant storm clouds 

build in the sky, that’s 

when I reach for my ultra-

wide lens. Big clouds + 

close foreground = 

extreme photo awesome-

ness! Puna de Atacama, 

Argentina. Canon 5DIII, 

Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, 

ISO 100, f/13, 1/25 second.

For extreme close-ups 

with a wide perspective. 

Ultra-wides let you achieve 

unique close-up perspec-

tives. For this shot of mud 

patterns around a small 

pool of water, I was inches 

away from the foreground. 

Valley of Fire State Park, 

USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 

11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, 

f/11, 1/6 second, focus 

stack blend.  

When working within 

cramped interiors. Even 

within the cramped con-

fines of this sea cave, my 

ultra-wide “expanded” the 

interior and allowed me to 

capture plenty of colorful 

and engaging striations in 

the rock. Apostle Islands 

National Lakeshore, USA. 

Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-

24mm f/4 lens, ISO 50, 

f/14, 8 seconds.

WHEN TO GOULTRA-WIDE



he ultra-wide perspective doesn’t view reduces it to insignificance. Second, 

work with all landscape scenes. In there’s not much going on in the sky. Third, Tfact, it might be fair to say that it by going wide, I bring into the composition 

doesn’t work with most landscape scenes. a lot of distracting elements, such as the 

But as I mentioned before, if you are trees in the upper left. So, although the fore-

carrying a hammer, everything starts to ground shape works nicely, everything else 

look like a nail: so when you start using fails miserably. I would have been much 

your ultra-wide, you’ll quickly begin to see better off using a longer lens. Canon 5DIII, 

compositional opportunities that you didn’t Canon TS-E 17mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 

notice before. But sometimes the ultra- 1/20 second. 

wide perspective just won’t work, and 

trying to make it work is like trying to Bottom right: Much better. I am closer to 

pound a square peg into a round hole. So it the mountain for this photo, so it looms 

makes sense to learn when to use your larger in the background (even though my 

ultra-wide, and when to put it back in your focal length is wider than with the first 

camera bag. shot). Interesting sky action helps too, as 

does a compelling leading foreground that 

Here are two examples, both taken in draws the viewer into the scene. 

Canada’s Banff National Park with the same 

mountain in the background. With one Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 

image, the ultra-wide succeeds, in the 100, f/11, 1/8 second. 

other, the result is an epic failure.

As these two photos clearly illustrate, you 

Top right: The ultra-wide perspective here have to be selective when using your ultra-

doesn’t work, for several reasons. First, I wide. You’ll have to try a bit harder than 

was too far away from the mountain in the usual to find scenes that excel with an 

background, and the ultra-wide field of ultra-wide perspective.

This one 

gets the ultra-wide stamp of approval! 
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WHEN NOT TO GO ULTRA-WIDE



BIG SKIES?
GO WIDE!

hen dramatic clouds fill the sky, that's when I 

really want to go wide—the wider, the better! WUltra-wide lenses excel at “big sky” moments, 

giving you the opportunity to create compositions juxta-

posing interesting foregrounds with dramatic clouds. Of 

course, I often have to be careful not to go too wide; I 

make sure to include only those portions of the fore-

ground and sky that are actually interesting, and that work 

well together to form a compelling composition. I also 

think critically about the placement of my horizon, some-

times excluding some of the foreground or sky in order to 

keep my horizon from being dead center (although there 

are times when center placement works best). For this 

photo, the stormy sky above me was catching some bril-

liant sunrise color, so I zoomed out to 11mm to get the 

best clouds along with the great reflecting pool in the 

foreground. I needed to get really close to fill my fore-

ground with the pool. Hiawatha National Forest, USA. 

Canon 1DXII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1.3 

seconds, focus stack blend. 



GET WIDE
CASE STUDY #2

 got really close with my lens to the foreground, prob-

ably only two or three feet away. Being that close Iexaggerated the size of the erosion patterns in the red 

cracked mud (to give you an idea as to the scale, each 

mud “hexagon” was approximately one or two inches 

across in size). The distant background becomes so small 

that it fades to almost complete irrelevance, which might 

otherwise have been a problem, but the background 

wasn’t really important to this particular composition. 

If the sky had been empty, I probably 

wouldn’t have taken this shot, but since the sky had lots 

of interesting clouds, the composition came together 

quite nicely. This is why I call ultra-wides “big sky” lenses: 

when lots of textured, colorful clouds fill the skies, I start 

thinking wide. Badlands National Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, 

Canon TS-E 17mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1/8 second. 

Instead, the clouds became the “background,” and the 

shapes and texture of the clouds are mirrored by the 

foreground. 



GO ULTRA-WIDE TO
GET IT ALL IN

ltra-wides are great when you desperately need 

to “get it all in” your shot. With longer lenses, you Uusually have to step back to include everything in 

your composition, but that often comes at the expense of 

including interesting foreground elements or getting the 

perspective that you want. When I need plenty of sky and 

plenty of foreground, I reach for my ultra-wide lens. For 

the shot to the right, I wanted to include all three 

sandstone mounds in the background, the beautiful 

clouds above, and lots of interesting foreground. My 

ultra-wide 11mm perspective allowed me to get it all in a 

single vertical shot, including the dramatic leading 

foreground (the line coming in from the lower right 

corner really makes the shot). Longer focal lengths 

required me to go horizontal to include all three 

sandstone mounds, which forced me to exclude the best 

clouds and most of my foreground—and backing up to 

try to fit it all in forced me to lose my compelling 

foreground perspective. Of course, without the clouds to 

fill the space in the upper half of the image, the ultra-wide 

perspective wouldn’t have worked quite as well; since you 

almost always have to include a lot of sky with ultra-wide 

compositions, they work best when the sky is interesting! 

Valley of Fire State Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-

24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1/60 second.



ULTRA-WIDE
WORKFLOW

lright, you’re now inspired to start shooting some 

ultra-wide scenes, but we’ve still got a lot of mate-Arial to cover before you’re ready. When you 

approach a potential ultra-wide scene, you will need to 

consider the following workflow. Each of these points will 

be addressed in detail in this book:

1. Select your scene. Get close to your background.

2. Zoom in and out to assess relative background size. 

Adjust zoom as necessary to optimize background.

3. Change your position relative to the foreground to 

optimize foreground size.

4. Compose.

5. Get closer.

6. Carefully assess the effects of wide-angle distortion on 

the image. Adjust camera position, angle, and/or height, 

and re-compose, as necessary.

7. Check your edges for tripod legs, feet, distracting ele-

ments, and other photographers! Adjust as necessary.

8. GET CLOSER!

9. Take the picture. Focus stack if necessary (much more 

on that later).

10. Start again because you weren’t close enough.

Valley of Fire State Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-

24mm f/4 lens, ISO 400, f/8, 1/80 second, focus stack blend.



GET WIDE
CASE STUDY #3

oing ultra-wide allowed me to include lots of foreground along 

with lots of stormy clouds in the sky above. Virgin Mountains, USA. GCanon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1/4 second. 



Ultra-wide photography requires some 

specialized equipment in addition to an 

ultra-wide lens. Pictured Rocks National 

Lakeshore, USA. Canon 5DIII, Tamron 15-

30mm f/2.8 lens, ISO 100, f/14, 0.4 seconds.

EQUIPPEDGET



ARE YOU READY FOR
ULTRA-WIDE?

uckily, going ultra-wide doesn’t really require all that 

much equipment. Of course, you will need an ultra-Lwide angle lens—or at least a lens that goes wide 

enough to enter the ultra-wide zone (18mm or wider on a 

full frame camera; 12mm or wider on a crop sensor 

camera). Some ultra-wide lens options are discussed in 

detail on the following page. Once you acquire an ultra-

wide, your standard landscape gear (tripod, shutter 

remote, etc.) will suffice, although you may also want to 

consider a few more pieces of specialized equipment that 

will let you get the most out of your new lens. For this 

photo to the left of an incoming storm, all I had with me 

was my camera, a tripod, a shutter remote, and my ultra-

wide lens. Turns out that was all I needed (except maybe 

some patience, and a willingness to duck lightning, wind, 

rain, and hail). I lengthened my exposure by stopping 

down to f/22 and reducing my ISO to its lowest setting, 

and then I fired off a series of 1.6 second exposures, one 

after another, in the hopes that I would get a shot with 

lightning. The ultra-wide perspective allowed me to 

capture plenty of foreground and the best storm clouds in 

the sky, and the wider field of view made getting a lucky 

bolt more likely. After several minutes of shooting, I finally 

got the shot—and then I got soaked by the pouring rain! 

Badlands National Park, USA. Canon 1DXII, Canon 11-

24mm f/4 lens, ISO 50, f/22, 1.6 seconds.



Canon EF 11-24mm 

f/4L USM

Nikon AF-S 14-24mm 

f/2.8G ED

Tamron SP 15-30mm 

f/2.8 Di USD

Sigma 12-24mm

f/4.5-5.6 DG HSM II

Canon EF-S 10-18mm

f/4.5-5.6 IS STM

Sigma 8-16mm 

f/4.5-5.6 DC HSM

Nikon AF-S DX 10-24mm

f/3.5-4.5G ED

Tokina AT-X 116 

PRO DX-II 11-16mm f/2.8

FULL FRAME

CROP SENSOR

s of this writing, full frame camera lenses go wider than anything else. Once you adjust for the 1.5x or 1.6x crop factor, 

most crop sensor lenses don’t go nearly as wide as the widest full frame lenses; the one exception is Sigma’s 8-16mm Alens, which with a 1.5 crop factor is the equivalent of a 12mm lens on a full frame camera. Canon’s 11-24mm is currently 

the ultra-wide king, offering the widest angle of view of any non-fisheye lens. Of course, you don’t need to get a dedicated 

ultra-wide; a standard wide-angle zoom (such as a 16-35mm lens) will get you into the ultra-wide zone—but just barely!

SAMPLE ULTRA-WIDE LENSES



any ultra-wide lenses have bulbous front elements that make filter use extremely difficult (this is often 

referred to as a “popeye” design). At least, this is a problem with a lot of full frame ultra-wides; if you are Musing a crop sensor ultra-wide, chances are you will be able to use regular filters on your lens. In the past, 

us ultra-wide junkies had to get creative in order to use filters. Now, several filter solutions exist for most ultra-wide 

lenses. Currently, there are three primary filter options available for ultra-wide angle popeye lenses: the LEE Filters 

SW150 filter holder, the Fotodiox WonderPana system, and the LucrOit system. Most of these filter systems attach to 

the lens through a series of adapter rings—just make sure to buy the right adapter ring for your lens.

All of these solutions suffer, to varying degrees, from what I call the Big Filter Problem: the filters that fit these 

holders are HUGE (up to 6” x 8”), making transport and field use a challenge. For me, the Big Filter Problem is 

insurmountable—I simply can’t bring along giant filters and holders when backpacking, flying to international 

destinations, or otherwise traveling light. So I typically don’t bother trying to use filters on my ultra-wides anymore. 

But when you absolutely need to use filters on your ultra-wide, an oversized filter system is the way to go.  

Lee SW150 Fotodiox Wonderpana LucrOit

USING FILTERS ON YOURULTRA-WIDE



kay, so popeye lenses make general filter use 

difficult. But because ultra-wide compositions Ousually include a lot of sky, one accessory you 

might really want to have is a 

 balance the exposure between 

a dark, shadowed landscape and a bright sunset sky. As a 

result, many ultra-wide users (including myself) instead 

opt to blend multiple exposures together on the 

computer as a workaround to achieve the grad filter 

effect. Here’s how it works: when in the field faced with a 

scene where the contrast range between light and dark 

exceeds the dynamic range of the camera’s sensor, simply 

take one image that properly exposes the highlights and 

one image that properly exposes the shadows (if the 

contrast range is extreme, you might want to also take a 

few “in between” exposures to make blending easier). 

Although manual blending of multiple exposures using 

Adobe Photoshop can be quite complicated, and requires 

a mastery of layers and masks that is beyond the scope of 

this course, you can often do simple blending by using 

the Merge to HDR feature found in Adobe Lightroom or 

Adobe Camera Raw. Check out the “Merge to HDR” video 

which accompanies this book for more information. Grand 

Staircase-Escalante National Monument, USA. Canon 5DII, 

Nikon 14-24mm f/2.8 lens with Canon adapter, ISO 100, 

f/14, exposure blend of 1/5 and 1 seconds.

graduated neutral density 

filter, which is designed to

EXPOSURE
BLENDING



his photo of a sandstone sea cave on the shore of Lake Superior required 

both exposure blending and focus blending. For each focus point, I took Tthree exposures—one for the highlights, one for the shadows, and one in 

between. I then blended the three exposures for each focus point identically using 

Adobe Lightroom’s Merge to HDR feature, and then I blended each HDR image 

using Helicon Focus (more on this later). Hiawatha National Forest, USA. Canon 

5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/16, exposure blend and focus stack blend.

GET EQUIPPED
CASE STUDY #1



f you’ve ever searched for information about wide-angle 

filter use, I’m guessing you’ve seen this plenty of times: 

“don’t use a polarizer with a wide angle lens because of I
uneven polarization.” This is true—but only in limited circum-

stances. Basically, polarizing filters remove reflections; so for 

example, when photographing waterfalls and streams on an 

overcast day, the gray clouds reflect in the water and on wet 

surfaces, creating a bright glare. A polarizer gets rid of the 

glare, enhancing contrast and color (it also makes foliage 

look more colorful, as leaves have a waxy reflective coating). 

You can typically use polarizers for such scenes without any 

problems, even with ultra-wide lenses. Although you get 

uneven polarization with an ultra-wide, it isn’t really notice-

able when photographing most forest, stream, or waterfall 

scenes. For example, for this photo, taken at 14mm, I used a 

polarizer filter to remove glare from the water and wet rocks, 

improving overall contrast and color saturation in the image. 

I just kept spinning the polarizer filter until the polarization why: polarizers are most effective when the camera and lens 

effect looked best for the most important parts of the image are facing 90 degrees from the source of light; with a wide 

(the rocks and leaves in the foreground). Gulf Hagas Preserve, angle of view, the left side of your image will be at a much 

USA. Canon 5DII, Nikon 14-24mm f/2.8 lens with Canon different angle from the light source than the right side of 

adapter, polarizer filter, ISO 100, f/16, 0.3 seconds. the image, creating uneven polarization. 

Some people also use a polarizer to darken a blue sky, but So if you avoid using a polarizer when including the sky in 

this is where uneven polarization can become a problem. If your composition, you shouldn’t have any problems. But by 

you use a polarizer on a wide-angle lens to darken a blue all means, feel free to use a polarizer with other types of 

sky, you’ll see considerable uneven polarization of the sky; scenes. If you notice uneven polarization that makes the 

this effect is especially evident if using an ultra-wide. Here’s scene look bad, take the polarizer off and shoot without it. 

USING A POLARIZER ON AN ULTRA-WIDE



 used an oversized polarizer filter to remove glare and optimize 

the reflections in this spring stream photograph. Great Smoky IMountains National Park, USA. Canon 5DII, Nikon 14-24mm f/2.8 

lens with Canon adapter, polarizer filter, ISO 100, f/11, 3.2 seconds. 

GET EQUIPPED
CASE STUDY #2



lthough you won’t always be getting low for your 

ultra-wide shots, there are times when you will Awant to get as low as you can go, especially when 

you are photographing interesting features on the ground 

such as the sand ripples in this photo to the right. Many 

tripods allow “ground-level” placement (I say “ground-

level” in quotes because with the tripod base and head, 

your camera will still be a few inches above the ground). 

For tripods that won’t go to ground level on their own, 

modifications are often possible (such as removing the 

center column or using a ground-level adapter kit). In a 

pinch, you can also rest your camera on the ground on a 

small bean bag, a jacket, or something similar. Just 

remember that with ground-level placement, it is impor-

tant to have solid support: you’ll likely need to do some 

focus stacking (discussed later) to get sharpness from 

near to far, which means you need to take multiple expo-

sures for blending on the computer. This is easier to do if 

your camera doesn’t move between shots. To learn more, 

watch the accompanying video, “Ground Level Setup for 

Your Tripod.” Namib-Naukluft National Park, Namibia. 

Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1/40 

second, focus stack blend.

GET DOWN!
GROUND-LEVEL SUPPORT



 ground level tripod allowed me to get 

low and close to this interesting fore-Aground feature, making it loom large 

in the composition. Badlands National Park, 

USA. Canon 1DXII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, 

ISO 100, f/11, 1/4 second. 

GET EQUIPPED
CASE STUDY #3



DISTORTEDGET

Ultra-wides are especially prone to distortion; but in the 

hands of a skilled user, distortion can be a powerful creative 

tool. Redwood National Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 16-

35mm f/4 lens, polarizer filter, ISO 100, f/11, 0.4 seconds.



LIVING WITH ULTRA-WIDE

DISTORTION
hen working with ultra-wide lenses, you’ll have 

to come to grips with an inherent challenge: Wdistortion. There are three main types of dis-

tortion you will notice: (1) barrel distortion, which causes 

otherwise straight lines to appear bulged as you get away 

from the center of the image (making some objects take 

on a barrel shape, hence the name); (2) edge distortion, 

which causes objects at the edges of the image frame to 

appear stretched; and 

While these distortion effects are technically considered 

“flaws,” ultra-wide distortion can be used creatively to 

make unique and compelling images. For this photo, edge 

distortion is evident at the top of the cloud, but I was able 

to avoid any “leaning” perspective distortion by keeping 

my camera completely level. The resulting 50/50 composi-

tion split works here, but for many images, you’ll have to 

learn to live with the noticeable distortion effects of ultra-

wide photography—or, better yet, to embrace them alto-

gether, allowing you to make stunning ultra-wide compo-

sitions. Kananaskis Park, Canada. Canon 1DXII, Canon 11-

24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/16, 1/13 second.

(3) perspective distortion, which 

causes vertical lines to appear to lean in or out when you 

point your camera up or down, and nearby objects to 

appear much larger than they really are. Unlike the first 

two, perspective distortion isn’t a lens flaw, but rather is 

the result of how you typically use an ultra-wide lens. 



CREATIVE USE OF
CONVERGING LINES

henever you point your ultra-wide lens above or 

below the horizon, perspective distortion will 

cause otherwise parallel vertical lines to appear to W
converge; the more you depart from the horizon, the more 

that parallel lines will appear to converge. 

If 

you want to avoid the “leaning tree problem,” you can try 

several things: (1) Put the horizon in the middle of the frame; 

this will keep your tree trunks vertical. This option is not 

always possible, as it will limit your compositional choices. (2) 

You can try backing away and zooming in to a longer focal 

length, which should reduce the angle of your camera and 

thereby reduce the amount of lean—but this might prevent 

you from using that dynamic ultra-wide perspective that is 

the whole point of this book! (3) You can also make perspec-

tive corrections when processing the image, although this 

will require stretching the image and can reduce overall 

image quality, and may also require you to crop portions of 

Redwood National Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 16-35mm the image. (4) A final option is to use a perspective control 

f/4 lens, polarizer filter, ISO 100, f/13, 1/10 second. lens, also known as a tilt-shift lens. 

For example, when 

you are in a forest and point your camera up, the tree trunks 

will appear to “lean in” and converge toward the center top 

of the image (the opposite happens when you point your 

camera down, with the trees appearing to lean out). 

Although this happens with all lenses, it is most apparent 

with ultra-wides because of their extreme angle of coverage. 

This effect is particularly obvious in the photo to the right, Whether you like perspective distortion or not is up to you, 

where I was pointing my camera steeply up while shooting in and may depend a lot on the scene being photographed. 

a forest. This image also demonstrates how perspective 

distortion can be used creatively. As I discuss in my ebook 

Visual Flow: Mastering the Art of Composition, converg-

ing lines create what is known in art as a “vanishing point.” 

The viewer’s eye will naturally be drawn to this point where 

the lines converge, making it a powerful place within the 

composition. You can use perspective distortion creatively to 

enhance this and other compositional effects. For the photo 

to the right, the converging lines created by the trees helps 

frame and emphasize the center of the image—where the 

sunburst is located—and the distortion also creates diagonal 

lines, helping to make the composition more dynamic. 



GET DISTORTED
CASE STUDY #1

 had my camera set up high, looking down into this 

small bentonite slot canyon. The canyon was very Inarrow, so I had my tripod legs splayed out 

horizontally, and I somehow managed to wedge them 

into position on the canyon walls. This precarious setup 

allowed me to point my lens almost straight down. The 

resulting perspective distortion made the vertical lines in 

the canyon walls appear to lean out dramatically, 

transforming them into diagonal lines, creating a radiating 

pattern that pushes the viewer’s eye into the center of the 

composition. Any attempt to correct for the perspective 

distortion here would have greatly diminished the overall 

impact of the composition. Because the space was so 

cramped, the closest parts of the canyon walls were mere 

inches away from my lens, so I focus stacked the image to 

ensure sharp focus throughout. Yes, I know I’ve been 

teasing you by mentioning focus stacking a lot—I promise 

to talk about it in more detail soon! Puna de Atacama, 

Argentina. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, 

f/11, 1 second, focus stack blend. 



SHIFT YOUR PERSPECTIVE FOR
CREATIVE DISTORTION

erspective distortion also causes objects that are 

closer to the photographer to appear amplified in Psize compared to more distant objects, giving extra 

emphasis to the foreground subject. The lens itself does 

not cause perspective distortion—rather, it is the way the 

lens is used—as the camera’s position relative to objects 

in the scene makes them appear larger if close, or smaller 

if farther away (this also makes the scene appear to “open 

up,” giving the appearance of extended perspective). 

Wide-angle lenses are typically used closer to foreground 

objects than longer lenses, making this type of perspec-

tive distortion very apparent. The typical result of a close, 

wide-angle perspective is that nearby objects appear 

huge, while background objects are rendered smaller than 

they really are and seem farther away (thus enhancing the 

feeling of depth in the composition). This is what makes 

ultra-wides so awesome for near-far compositions.  

Here’s an example of how perspective distortion is partic-

ularly obvious when working with an ultra-wide lens. The 

sea stack in the background was probably forty feet high, 

while the marooned kelp loop in the foreground was only 

a few feet long. Because I got really close to the kelp at 

14mm, it appears much larger than the sea stack in the 

background. Samuel H. Boardman State Scenic Corridor, 

USA. Canon 5DIII, Nikon 14-24mm f/2.8 lens with Canon 

adapter, ISO 100, f/14, 1/40 second.



nother distortion effect to be aware of is edge distortion—where objects 

appear unnaturally stretched and enlarged as they near the edges of the 

image frame—which is a result of rectilinear correction for the extreme A
barrel distortion inherent to wide-angle lenses. With some landscape subjects, this 

won’t be an issue (distortion of the shape of an irregular landscape feature might 

not be obvious to viewers), but if shooting a scene where edge distortion is 

problematic, avoid placing important elements of your photo near the edges of the 

image frame.

For the photo to the right, a few of my photo tour comrades demonstrate the edge 

distortion effect. Notice how stretched out their arms look at the edges and corners 

of the image; in fact, one might even say that the effect is comical. This was shot at 

16mm; the effect gets even more extreme at wider angles of view. 

For photos of people, edge distortion can be a real problem, as it can cause faces 

or body parts to appear unnaturally large if they are away from the center. We 

notice this in large part because we have plenty of scale references that make the distortion obvious: we know, for example, that 

human arms shouldn’t look longer than legs. But with landscape photos, this effect is usually not noticeable to the casual viewer, 

because we have no handy reference for the “proper” size and shape of irregular land forms. 

And with certain wide-angle subjects, edge distortion can powerfully enhance your composition. Edge distortion often appears 

to stretch and curve compositional lines emanating from the corners and edges of the image frame. This enhances the 

perspective distortion effect which causes parallel lines to appear to converge. For example, with the photo above, the lines 

created by the shadows appear extra wide at the image edges, making the perspective “narrowing” more obvious, and making 

the lines a compelling part of the overall composition (I know, this isn’t a great photo, but it nicely demonstrates the effect).    

STRETCH IT OUT WITH
EDGE DISTORTION



GET DISTORTED
CASE STUDY #2

ith certain wide-angle subjects, the combined 

effect of perspective distortion and edge Wdistortion can greatly enhance your 

composition. For example, when shooting parallel lines 

heading away from you, such as the striations found in 

many slot canyons, a wide-angle lens will render them as 

diagonal lines radiating from the edges of the image 

frame appearing to converge in the distance. Edge 

distortion amplifies the effect by stretching and distorting 

the lines at the edges. The result is a compelling radial 

pattern that relentlessly draws the viewer deep into the 

composition, radiating from the corners of the image to 

the center. Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument, 

USA. Canon 5DIII, Tamron 15-30mm f/2.8 lens, ISO 100, 

f/16, 1.6 seconds. 



DISTORTION
CORRECTION

dobe Lightroom and Adobe Camera Raw both 

feature several tools for correcting distortion. The 

easiest to use is the Enable Profile Corrections in A
the Lens Corrections module. If you enable this feature, 

the image will automatically be corrected for barrel and 

edge distortion, as well as vignetting, using a profile 

specific to your lens and camera. You can also use the 

Distortion slider at the bottom of the module to make 

further adjustments. Note that the Lens Corrections mod-

ule will allow you to make 

edge and barrel distortion 

corrections, but it won’t 

correct perspective distor-

tion (the Transform mod-

ule gives you more tools to 

correct perspective distor-

tion, but significant warp-

ing, stretching, and resizing 

of the image may be neces-

sary). See the accompany-

ing “Distortion Correction” 

video to learn more. I don’t 

always use these tools, as I 

often prefer the distorted 

look for creative reasons. 



GET DISTORTED
CASE STUDY #3

 made no effort to correct for perspective distortion 

with this photo. I was pointed almost straight up, Icausing a powerful “leaning in” effect with the vertical 

tree trunks. The lines converge near the top of the image 

frame, creating a point of visual interest which powerfully 

counterpoints the lone tree at the bottom. The converging 

distortion enhances the overall composition, rather than 

detracting from it. 

 

Redwood National Park, USA. Canon 

5DIII, Canon 16-35mm f/4 lens, polarizer filter, ISO 100, 

f/11, 1/5 second. 



Ultra-wides allow you to create complex compositions which juxta-

pose interesting landscape features with complementary shapes in 

the sky. Vermilion Cliffs National Monument, USA. Canon 5DII, Nikon 

14-24mm f/2.8 lens with Canon adapter, ISO 50, f/16, 1/4 second.

COMPOSEDGET



ou need to completely change the way you 

approach composition when using an ultra-wide Ylens. When you first get behind an ultra-wide, you’ll 

quickly notice that the whole world looks different. You 

need to unlearn what you have learned about photo-

graphic composition with longer focal lengths. Ultra-

wides will force you to stand in places you’ve never 

thought of standing before, and you’ll be looking to 

include disparate visual elements that you’ve never 

thought of including all in one photograph before. For the 

photo to the right, I had an interesting foreground at my 

feet, and colorful sunset skies towering over me. With a 

longer lens, I would have been forced to compromise, 

either losing my foreground or part of the colorful sky. Or 

I would have been forced to stand back to include every-

thing in the same composition, which means I would have 

lost the dynamic visual relationship between the sky and 

the landscape. But with my ultra-wide, I didn’t have to 

compromise. And all it took was for me to learn how to 

see the world in a new way, and to look for scenes where 

an ultra-wide would work best. An ultra-wide perspective 

takes some getting used to, but you’ll be seeing ultra-

wide in no time at all! Badlands National Park, USA. Canon 

1DXII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/14, 1/4 second.

LEARN TO THINK
ULTRA-WIDE



ne of the many challenges of working with wide-

angle lenses is to exclude elements that don't Ocontribute to the composition. At the very least, 

you have to be extra careful to 

Another thing to be careful about is lens flare, which can 

be a real problem when working with an ultra-wide, espe-

cially when you are pointing your wide-angle lens towards 

the sun (wide-angle lenses are harder to shade than lon-

ger lenses, so be extra vigilant). But even when you are 

not pointing the lens at the sun, an ultra-wide field of 

view means that the sun or other bright light sources 

aren’t far away. So shield your lens with vigilance (watch 

the “Preventing Lens Flare” video which offers some tech-

niques for shading your ultra-wide lens). For this photo, 

the bright sky above the canyon was causing lens flare, so 

I shaded the lens with my hand. Zion National Park, USA. 

Canon 5DII, Nikon 14-24mm f/2.8 lens with Canon 

adapter, polarizer filter, ISO 400, f/11, 1.6 seconds. 

exclude unwanted ele-

ments such as feet, tripod legs, your shadow, or other 

photographers (even if they aren’t in your shot, they 

might get peeved at your efforts to keep them from acci-

dentally wandering into your ridiculously wide field of 

view). Be extra vigilant, and be prepared for some creative 

cloning in case you miss something or can’t keep it out! 

WATCH YOUR

EDGES



ood wide-angle photography takes more than 

just excluding the obvious: you need to also Gcarefully choose your position and framing to 

exclude visual elements that detract from, or otherwise 

don't contribute to, your overall composition. But even 

more important, you need to think critically about the 

balance and placement of visual elements that you can't 

exclude. Because wide-angle lenses have such a wide field 

of view, compositional complexity increases, and it 

becomes considerably more difficult to exclude unwanted 

elements. I like to call wide-angle photography the “art of 

inclusion”: the photographer must find a way to make 

given elements in the scene relate to one another in a 

visually pleasing way. Good composition requires skill no 

matter what lens you use, but finding a way to success-

fully include elements with an ultra-wide lens is more 

challenging than working with the narrower view offered 

by longer lenses. For this photo, I was working in a chaotic 

dead forest; I needed to choose my composition carefully 

to ensure that all of the visual elements worked together. I 

selected as my foreground two twisted dead trees that 

pointed to the background mountains. Torres del Paine 

National Park, Chile. Canon 5DSR, Canon 11-24mm f/4 

lens, ISO 50, f/14, 1/5 second.

THE ART OF
INCLUSION



ltra-wide lenses can help you 

achieve dramatic perspectives, Ubut their wide angles of view 

makes scene selection challenging. For 

this image, I chose my composition 

carefully to ensure I excluded the bright 

sky at the top of the canyon walls. Zion 

National Park, USA. Canon 5DII, Nikon 

14-24mm f/2.8 lens with Canon adapter, 

polarizer filter, ISO 100, f/11, 0.8 seconds. 

GET COMPOSED
CASE STUDY #1



ZOOM TO SET THE SIZE OF YOUR

BACKGROUND
to decide how large you want your background Oto be. That’s where having a zoom lens really 

comes in handy. I resist the temptation to always shoot at 

the widest end of my ultra-wide focal range, as sometimes 

it can make your beautiful background scenery look too 

small. I zoom in as necessary to size my background to 

my liking, and then figure out how to incorporate my 

foreground, which can usually be easily accomplished by 

moving slightly forward or backward until the foreground 

fits (sometimes some tweaking of the focal length may be 

necessary to appropriately size both foreground and 

background). If you don’t have a zoom, or you can’t zoom 

in or out enough to get your background right, you need 

to “zoom with you feet”: move around until you find a 

position that accommodates your needs. Since you are 

moving to resize your background, sometimes you will 

need to move a lot to get it right (think possibly miles 

instead of feet)! For this photo, I zoomed in to 13mm 

(from a minimum focal length of 11mm) to increase the 

size of the background mountains. Torres del Paine 

National Park, Chile. Canon 5DSR, Canon 11-24mm f/4 

lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1/13 second, focus stack blend.

nce you’ve selected your general scene, you need 



he tendency of ultra-wides to render everything 

ridiculously small makes finding an interesting Tforeground really important. A good foreground 

anchors the composition, giving the viewer a logical start-

ing point as they explore the scene. This is especially 

useful if you have an expansive background, as a good 

foreground will lead the eye to the background scenery. 

The key thing to keep in mind about ultra-wide lenses is 

that they can be used to exaggerate the size relationship 

between near and far objects—often to a ridiculous 

degree (the wider you go, the more obvious the effect). 

Stokksnes, 

Iceland. Canon 5DIII, Tamron 15-30mm f/2.8 lens, ISO 100, 

f/13, 1/15 second. 

Don’t be afraid to get really close to your foreground, as 

doing so intensifies this perspective distortion effect, and 

makes sure that the viewer will be drawn to the oversized 

foreground element first. I like to fill the bottom part of 

the frame with my foreground, usually getting only a few 

feet away (or closer) in order to take maximum advantage 

of perspective distortion. For example, with this photo, I 

explored the shore in the pre-dawn light until I found this 

interesting series of ripples in the sand covered in a thin 

layer of frost. The crest of the primary ripple pointed to 

the background scenery, making it an ideal leading fore-

ground. I got close enough to fill the bottom part of the 

image frame with the foreground elements. 

FIND A REALLY GOOD
FOREGROUND



THE IMPORTANCE OF
GETTING CLOSE

he phrase “too close for comfort” are words you 

should never speak when working with ultra-wide Tlenses. Instead, your new mantra should be “in your 

face!” Ultra-wides work best when you get close—and I 

mean really close—to your subjects. If you aren’t close, 

then everything in the photo will look really small. For 

some scenes, of course, being a bit farther back might 

work just fine, but for most ultra-wide landscapes, you 

want to be close enough that you can reach out and 

touch your foreground subject. So get close, or go home!

For example, with the photo to the right, I was very low 

and close to my subject. My tripod height was approxi-

mately one foot off the ground, and my camera was 

pointed steeply downward, placing the foreground cracks 

just over a foot away. The rock itself was approximately 

two feet away. When working this close to your subject, 

even small variations in your camera position can have a 

big impact on your composition—so if moving your cam-

era, make sure you make small, incremental changes, and 

carefully assess how each change alters the relationship 

between objects in the composition. Death Valley 

National Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, 

ISO 100, f/11, focus stack blend.



etting close to your 

foreground is important 

when using an ultra-G
wide lens, but so is 

getting close to your back-

ground. Although I found an 

interesting foreground for the 

shot to the right (inset), the 

background hills were very far 

away, and thus rendered 

extremely small in the composi-

tion. So I hiked deeper into the 

backcountry until I was much 

closer to the background hills. Then, all I needed to do 

was explore until I found a good foreground; when I 

spotted this interesting pattern in the cracked mud, the 

whole scene came together. For both photos, I made sure 

to get close enough to my foregrounds to generously fill 

the bottom part of the image frame. To learn more, watch 

the video “Near-Far With Ultra Wide Lenses” that accom-

panies this book. Badlands National Park, USA. Canon 

5DIII, Canon 11-24mm lens, ISO 100, f/14, 1/100 second.

GET COMPOSED
CASE STUDY #2



EXAGGERATE THAT
FOREGROUND

etting close and low will really make your fore-

ground stand out, and make it loom much larger Gthan your background. Here, the foreground was 

just some foam washing down in a small stream. The 

waterfall in the background, only two dozen feet away, 

was approximately thirty feet high. But because of my 

proximity to the foreground, it looks much larger in the 

image frame than the background waterfall—making it 

the most important part of the composition. The wide 

angle of view, coupled with my position relative to fore-

ground and background, extends and stretches perspec-

tive in the foreground, giving the composition consider-

able depth. Cascade River State Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, 

Canon 16-35mm f/4 lens, polarizer filter, 3-stop neutral 

density filter, ISO 200, f/11, 13 seconds.



trong compositional lines (and curves) can add 

depth and drama to your photos, and ultra-wide Slenses really allow you to play with curves and lines 

in ways other lenses just can’t do. I made this photo inside 

a sandstone sea cave on the shore of Lake Superior. My 

ultra-wide perspective allowed me to craft a composition 

that creatively used the lines in the scene, which were 

striations in the sandstone. The strong leading line 

coming in from the lower left is complemented by the 

curving white stripe coming in from the upper right. The 

two lines work together to compel the viewer’s eye into 

the center of the composition. When you have converging 

lines, the effect can be very powerful, drawing the viewer’s 

eye to the point of convergence (this is further amplified 

by the wide-angle distortion effects previously discussed 

in this book). This effect just wouldn’t have been possible 

with a longer lens, as I could only back up so far within 

the cramped interior of the cave. This was a tough photo 

to make, as I was getting pummeled by waves inside the 

cave. But it was well worth the effort, and I’m glad I had 

my ultra-wide lens with me! Pictured Rocks National 

Lakeshore, USA. Canon 1DXII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, 

ISO 100, f/11, 0.5 seconds, focus stack blend. 

MAKE IT ALL ABOUT

THE LINES



iminishing scale—a perspective effect where objects appear to get smaller the farther away they are from the camera—is 

greatly enhanced when using an ultra-wide lens. The effect is very dramatic here in this photo of a trench dug in salt flats: Dalthough the trench sides are parallel, the wide angle perspective makes them appear to converge in the distance, creating a 

vanishing point. Converging vanishing point lines naturally draw the viewer’s eye, and can help you create very powerful composi-

tions. Puna de Atacama, Argentina. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/14, 1/4 second, focus stack blend.

GET COMPOSED
CASE STUDY #3



INCLUDE COMPELLING

SKIES
ltra-wides allow you to capture wide expanses of 

sky, even when you have lots of foreground, Uallowing you to include interesting colors and 

shapes formed by the clouds. If there is nothing much 

exciting going on in the sky, ultra-wide might not be the 

way to go (or at least, don’t include much of the sky in 

your shot, even if you go extra wide to include a generous 

amount of foreground). But when clouds form bold 

compositional lines—such as with the radiating diagonal 

lines formed by the clouds in the photo to the 

right—don’t be afraid to go really wide, bringing in plenty 

of sky and foreground at the same time. I often choose a 

composition that will have clouds stretching into the 

upper corners of the image, creating an eye-catching 

radial pattern, something that is enhanced by wide-angle 

edge and perspective distortion. Badlands National Park, 

USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon TS-E 17mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/8, 

1/200 second.



PHOTOGRAPH THE

NIGHT SKY
he extreme field of view offered by an ultra-wide 

lens makes it an excellent choice for photographing Tthe night sky. Arguably, the best ultra-wide lens for 

night work is Nikon’s 14-24mm lens, as its wide f/2.8 

maximum aperture lets in a lot of light, and it performs 

really well even wide open. Tamron’s 15-30mm lens is also 

f/2.8 and an excellent choice for night work, although its 

field of view is slightly narrower than other ultra-wides. 

For the photo to the right, I was able to include plenty of 

stars twinkling in the sky above, but I also included all of 

the foreground I needed to make the composition 

successful. This image would have been considerably less 

interesting if I had used a longer focal length; even 16mm 

would have been too long to fully capture this expansive 

scene. Puna de Atacama, Argentina. Canon 5DIII, Canon 

11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 400, f/11, 20 seconds.



ltra-wides excel at allowing you to bring 

together—in one composition—complementary Ucolors and shapes from the sky and the landscape 

below. For example, with this photo to the right, I was able 

to create a composition that included the curving shape 

of the dune crest in the foreground, a shape that is 

repeated by the cloud in the sky above. The warm light on 

the dune is also repeated in the cloud. My ultra-wide 

perspective allowed me to include everything I wanted, 

and to get the shapes positioned perfectly for my 

composition: for example, it allowed me to position the 

dune so that the curving crest leads in from the lower left 

corner of the image frame, while the cloud leads into the 

upper right corner. 

 

Great Sand Dunes National Park, USA. Canon 5DII, Nikon 

14-24mm f/2.8 lens with Canon adapter, ISO 100, f/11, 

1/10 second.

A narrower field of view would have 

made this shot much more difficult to achieve, and I 

would have been forced to compromise either by cutting 

off part of the cloud or the foreground, or by selecting a 

less than optimal positioning of visual elements—or both.

UNIFY
EARTH AND SKY



JUXTAPOSE
NEAR/FAR

andscape photography just wouldn't be the same 

without the “near/far” style of composition, where a Lnearby foreground object is visually juxtaposed 

against an interesting background feature. Wide-angle 

lenses are especially well suited for near-far compositions, 

as you can get close to a foreground element and 

exaggerate its importance relative to the background. For 

this photo, I got really close to an interesting rock 

formation, making it my foreground. I juxtaposed the 

formation with a stack of boulders in the background. The 

progression of visual elements—from foreground, to 

background, to the interesting sky—would have been 

considerably less effective if I had used a longer focal 

length. By using perspective distortion creatively, I was 

able to achieve a unique visual look that would have been 

impossible if I hadn’t been using an ultra-wide. Joshua 

Tree National Park, USA. Canon 5DII, Nikon 14-24mm f/2.8 

lens with Canon adapter, ISO 400, f/16, 30 seconds.



EXPAND YOUR
INTERIORS

ltra-wides are really good at making cramped 

interiors seem much more spacious. But if you are Ushooting landscapes, you’re outside—interiors 

don’t matter, right? Wrong! There are plenty of occasions 

when you might be working inside something, such as a 

slot canyon or tightly wedged under a small sandstone 

arch. In fact, once you own an ultra-wide, you’ll likely be 

squeezing yourself into all sorts of tight places, looking 

for compositions you might have never thought of before. 

For example, I crawled into this small sandstone alcove, 

using my ultra-wide to photograph the distant mountain 

through the tiny arch. I just barely had enough room to fit 

inside the alcove with my tripod and camera. If I didn’t 

have an ultra-wide with me, I wouldn’t have been able to 

select the optimum position which allowed me to per-

fectly frame the mountain with the arch. Valley of Fire 

State Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, 

ISO 100, f/16, 1/4 second. 



GET COMPOSED
CASE STUDY #4

henever I find myself in slot canyons or sea 

caves—or, as it so happened for the photo to Wthe right, both at the same time—I reach for 

my ultra-wide to help open up the composition. To make 

this image, I swam a quarter-mile with my photo 

equipment sealed within a dry bag to reach a series of 

sandstone sea caves along the coast of Lake Superior. 

While inside, I got pounded by incoming waves. I was very 

close to the top of the cave wall on the left, so I took a 

series of exposures, each set to a different focus point, 

from near to far and then blended them using Helicon 

Focus (more on that later). There was no way I would have 

been able to get everything in focus without focus 

stacking; even a small aperture like f/22 would have left 

the immediate foreground soft. Notice how dramatic the 

edge and perspective distortion effects are in this photo: 

the striations in the sandstone appear to curl at the edges, 

making this almost look like it was taken with a fisheye 

lens. Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore, USA. Canon 1DXII, 

Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 2 seconds, focus 

stack blend.



ltra-wides open up even the most cramped 

interiors, such as this sandstone sea cave on the Ushore of Lake Superior—perfect for a self-

portrait! Hiawatha National Forest, USA. Canon 5DIII, 

Tamron 15-30mm f/2.8 lens, ISO 800, f/16, 0.8 seconds.

GET COMPOSED
CASE STUDY #5



ltra-wide lenses are great when you want to 

include the sun in order to add an eye-catching Upoint of interest. When working with a wide-angle 

lens and a small aperture, you can create an attractive 

“star burst” effect, sometimes also referred to as a 

“sunstar.” The smaller the aperture you use, the more 

pronounced the effect will be, although I generally avoid 

f/16 or f/22 in order to reduce diffraction, an optical effect 

resulting from using small apertures which reduces overall 

image sharpness. To reduce or eliminate lens flare, 

partially block the sun with some feature of the landscape 

or sky, such as a tree limb, cloud, or distant mountain. 

Don’t block the sun completely; make sure just enough 

light shines through to create a strong burst effect. For 

this photo, I included the sun in the composition (twice, 

since it is reflected in the pool of water), but since I didn’t 

have anything blocking the sun, there is some flare 

around it in the sky. I used my ultra-wide to dramatically 

enhance perspective distortion by getting only inches 

away from the foreground mud ripple, making it loom 

unnaturally large in the composition. Valley of Fire State 

Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, 

f/16, 1/250, focus stack blend.  

INCLUDE THE

SUN



ince the sky wasn’t very interesting, I didn’t 

include much of it in this composition, Spreferring instead for a generous amount 

of foreground featuring patterns in a salt pan. To 

avoid lens flare, I waited for the moment when 

the sun rose just above the mountains in the 

distance (but still partially blocked) before trig-

gering the shutter. Puna de Atacama, Argentina. 

Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, 

f/11, 1/80 second.  

GET COMPOSED
CASE STUDY #6



Getting sharp focus throughout the entire scene can 

be a challenge when working with an ultra-wide lens. 

Torres del Paine National Park, Chile. Canon 5DIII, 

Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 400, f/8, 0.3 seconds.

FOCUSEDGET



NEAR/FAR SHARPNESS

CHALLENGES
aving everything sharp within the picture frame, 

from very near to very far away, is one of the Hdefining characteristics of landscape photogra-

phy. Although at first glance ultra-wide lenses seem to 

make getting near/far sharpness easier, in practice the 

opposite is usually the case. On the one hand, achieving 

near-far sharpness is made easy because ultra-wide focal 

lengths have a lot of inherent depth of field. Okay, strictly 

speaking this isn’t true; wide-angle lenses seem to have 

more depth of field because of how they are often used. 

Simply put, if you aren’t too close to your foreground 

subject, you will have what seems like an enormous 

amount of depth of field when using ultra-wide focal 

lengths. So quite often, you won’t have problems getting 

near/far sharpness in your photos.

On the other hand, several factors will make achieving 

near/far sharpness challenging when using your ultra-

wide. First is field curvature, which is a defect inherent to 

wide-angle lens designs. Second, in an effort to achieve 

extreme perspective effects, you’ll often be using your 

ultra-wide very close to your foreground. So you’ll need to 

put some extra thought into how and where you focus 

when making ultra-wide landscape compositions. 

Badlands National Park, USA. Canon 1DXII, Canon 11-

24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/14, 1/5 second.



hen shooting landscape photos, it is critical that you 

understand hyperfocal distance and depth of field. W
Basically, 

hyperfocal distance tells you where to focus your lens to optimize 

sharpness from near to far in a landscape scene. Hyperfocal dis-

tance doesn’t act alone; instead, it works in conjunction with 

depth of field, which extends your apparent zone of focus in front 

of and behind your chosen focus point. How much depth of field 

you have is determined by your choice of aperture. 

Canon 5DII, 

Canon 17-40mm f/4 lens, 2-stop reverse graduated neutral density 

filter, ISO 400, f/20, 0.4 seconds.

When choosing your aperture to extend sharp focus from the 

hyperfocal point, remember that most near-far compositions 

require a lot of depth of field to get everything in focus, which 

means you will be using small apertures like f/11 and f/16. Avoid 

the smallest apertures (like f/22) if possible to reduce diffraction, 

which reduces overall image quality when using small apertures. 

I 

discuss hyperfocal distance, depth of field, and aper-

ture selection in great detail in my ebook The Grand Landscape, 

so I’ll briefly summarize a few key points here. 

To find the hyperfocal distance, all you have to do is focus on a 

point that is twice the distance from the closest object in your 

composition. For example, let’s say your composition includes 

flowers in your foreground that are three feet away, like with the 

photo to the right. To focus on the hyperfocal point, set your 

focus to six feet. Mt. Rainier National Park, USA. 

Closest object: 3 feet

Hyperfocal point: 6 feet

Farthest object: 

Hyperfocal point

Zone of acceptable sharpness

GO HYPERFOCAL



n this image, I filled the lower part of the picture frame with my 

foreground. In order to do so with my ultra-wide lens, I got very low 

(lower than knee level) and close (only three feet away) to my I
foreground. I used hyperfocal focusing to ensure near to far 

sharpness, focusing on a point approximately six feet away. 

Banff National Park, Canada. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-

24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1/8 second. 

GET FOCUSED
CASE STUDY #1



BEWARE FIELD
CURVATURE

ost lenses exhibit field curvature, a common 

optical problem that causes a flat object to Mappear sharp only in a certain part of the 

image frame, instead of being uniformly sharp across the 

entire frame. This happens because optical elements (like 

camera lenses) are curved rather than straight. 

f you aren’t care-

ful when using your ultra-wide, your extreme foreground 

corners will look soft. 

For some 

extreme near-far compositions, focus stacking (discussed 

next) is the only way to ensure that the foreground cor-

ners, as well as the rest of the image, are all completely in 

sharp focus.

When the 

camera is tilted down (the most common angle for land-

scape scenes), field curvature bends the plane of focus 

back towards the background (basically, the zone of 

sharpness curves slightly rearward), leaving the fore-

ground corners looking blurred. Field curvature is most 

pronounced with wide-angle lenses, so i

For example, with the photo to the 

right, you can clearly see that the extreme lower corners 

are soft because of field curvature, even though the rest 

of the image is sharp. Puna de Atacama, Argentina. Canon 

5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/13, 1/5 second. 

Field curvature means that correct selection of the 

hyperfocal point and choice of aperture are extremely 

important, and you may need to focus a bit closer than 

typical hyperfocal calculations would suggest. 



EXTEND DEPTH OF FIELD WITH

FOCUS STACKING
ocus stacking involves blending multiple exposures 

of the same scene, each taken with the focus set to Fa different focus point, using a computer program 

such as Adobe Photoshop or Helicon Focus. With focus 

stacking you no longer have to rely on small (and diffrac-

tion-limited) apertures to get sufficient depth of field for a 

landscape scene; instead, you can achieve exceptional 

near-far focus that exceeds what you can get using depth 

of field alone. Focus stacking also allows you to get very 

close to your foreground for extreme near-far composi-

tions. As an added benefit, focus stacking allows you to 

easily counter the effects of field curvature, meaning that 

your photos will be sharp from near to far, even in the 

extreme corners of the image. 

The image to the right was focus stacked by blending 

seven exposures together using Helicon Focus; I was 

probably about a foot away from the closest ripples in the 

foreground. I discuss the technique in more detail over 

the next few pages, as well as in the accompanying video 

“Focus Stacking with an Ultra Wide Lens.” Namib-Naukluft 

National Park, Namibia. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 

lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1/50 second, focus stack blend.



hen shooting your focus stack in the field, 

the process is relatively simple: after com-

posing your image, make a series of expo-W
sures, starting by focusing on the closest part of the 

scene, making small focus adjustments until you get to 

the background (you can also do the process in reverse, 

starting with the background and moving to the fore-

ground, as long as you know where to stop). I usually 

focus in either the lower left or right corner first, as field 

curvature will likely render the lower corners as your 

most extreme close focusing point. This, of course, will 

vary from scene to scene, depending on the physical 

elements present within your composition, so adjust 

your near focusing point as necessary. The number of 

exposures you need to make will vary depending on 

how extreme the distance is between near and far. If I 

am a few feet away from my foreground, I might only 

make 3 or 4 exposures (or dispense with focus stacking 

and use hyperfocal distance instead), while if I am only 

a few inches away I might make as many as 12 to 15 

exposures. The images to the right, showing the distance scale on my Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, provide an example of a sample 

focus stack, going from 1 feet to the infinity mark on the lens. When I am using closer focusing distances, I typically make my 

increments smaller, as depth of field is increasingly limited when you are focusing on something nearby. 

When shooting a focus stack, I typically use f/8 or f/11, as most lenses perform best from center to corner at these apertures, and 

vignetting is minimized. These apertures also extend your depth of field somewhat around your focus point, so you don’t have to 

shoot too many shots to get a good focus stack. It is best, however, to err on the side of shooting too many exposures, rather than 

too few—the more data you have for the computer blending process (discussed on the next page), the better your results.   

FOR BEST RESULTS, USE SMALL INCREMENTS



ocus stacking is fairly simple (although it can get use both programs. Unfortunately, even with Helicon 

more complicated if you have elements of your Focus, sometimes the blends just don’t come together Fcomposition moving between exposures). Here’s a properly, especially if you have moving elements in your 

brief overview of two preferred software solutions. photo, so you may still need to do some manual blending 

in Photoshop to properly finish the image (although 

Adobe Photoshop: Focus stacking in Photoshop involves Helicon Focus has a great “Retouching” tool that allows 

processes that are not dedicated solely to focus blending, you to easily fix most processing mistakes). The videos that 

and are thus a bit complicated. To focus stack images in accompany this book contain tutorials for using Helicon 

Photoshop, load all of the images as layers into a single Focus to focus stack your ultra-wide landscape photos. 

image by going to File > Automate > Photomerge. Select Namib-Naukluft National Park, Namibia. Canon 5DIII, 

the image files you want to stack, select “Auto” for layout, Canon 11-24mm lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1/80 second, focus 

and make sure that none of the boxes at the bottom are stack blend using Adobe Photoshop.

checked (make sure to uncheck the “Blend Images 

Together” box). After pressing OK, Photoshop will align the 

images and put them into a new image as layers. Next, 

select all of the layers in the new image, and go to Edit > 

Auto Blend Layers. In the Auto-Blend Images dialog box, 

select “Stack Images.” Photoshop will automatically blend 

the sharpest parts of each image. The process isn’t always 

perfect, and you’ll sometimes have to do some creative 

editing and cropping to achieve a seamless blend. 

Helicon Focus: I prefer using Helicon Focus for focus 

stacking. Generally, I find that Helicon does a much better 

job at focus stack blending than Photoshop, and the oper-

ation is much simpler. Helicon Focus is also integrated with 

Adobe Lightroom, streamlining the overall workflow if you 

STACK THEFOCUS IN YOUR FAVOR



GET FOCUSED
CASE STUDY #2

or this complex focus stack of 8 images, I 

started my stack by focusing on the branch in Fthe top part of the image, as it was actually 

closer to me than any other part of the scene. I got 

in really close to the dead tree, and was only about 

a foot away from the branch. The clouds were mov-

ing quickly as I went through the focus stack, so 

when I blended the images together using Helicon 

Focus, there were plenty of errors (upper left). Using 

the Retouching tool, I was able to easily fix the 

errors with a few quick mouse strokes (upper right). 

The bottom image shows the source exposure (left) 

and the blended exposure (right), with the 

Retouching brush highlighted in red. 

Torres del Paine National Park, Chile. 

Canon 5DSR, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 50, f/11, 

1/25 second, focus stack blend.

Helicon Focus 

allows you to choose your source image when using 

the Retouching tool, ensuring that you can achieve a 

perfect blend, each and every time. Watch the 

accompanying video, “Focus Stack Retouching,” to 

learn more. 



he “ultra-wide close up” sounds above the mud in the background, just 

like an oxymoron. With their outside of the image frame, only a few 

incredibly expansive angles of feet away from me). I backed up enough T
view, ultra-wides seem poorly suited for to include some of the sculpted mud in 

close-up photography. Wrong! Although the foreground, and the lens was about 

it is difficult to create a selective view as a foot away from the nearest mud and 

you might with a macro lens, an ultra- sand. My ultra-wide perspective allowed 

wide lens excels in situations where you me to capture a unique angle, one that 

are photographing something just would have been unobtainable if I used 

inches away. Ultra-wides often focus a longer lens. That’s because the longer 

considerably closer than you might lens would have required me to back up 

imagine. For example, my Canon 11- and get higher, which would have pre-

24mm lens has a minimum focus dis- cluded me from including the reflection. 

tance of 11 inches; not quite as close as 

a macro lens, but still really close to your Of course, when you are this close to 

subject. Getting that close with an ultra- your foreground, depth of field becomes 

wide lens can open up some fairly considerably more narrow than when 

extreme photo opportunities, you are farther away. In fact, it becomes 

so narrow, that it might be impossible to 

. get everything in your photo tack sharp, 

even if you stop down your aperture to 
allowed me to create a unique and Take, for example, the photo to the right. f/22. That’s where focus stacking comes 
compelling composition. I found some interesting sculpted mud to the rescue. For this photo, I stacked 

surrounding a tiny puddle of water. By 10 exposures to achieve perfect near-far 

getting very low, I was able to pull the focus. The combination of an ultra-wide 

reflection of a small boulder into the perspective, an unconventional super 

puddle (the boulder was actually sitting close position, and focus stacking 

especially 

when you have added focus stacking to 

your creative toolkit

Valley of Fire 

State Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-

24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, f/11, 1/6 second, 

focus stack blend.

THE ULTRA-WIDEEXTREMECLOSE-UP



ocus stacking is absolutely 

critical when shooting ultra-Fwide close-up scenes such as 

this reflection found in a patch of 

rippled mud. I was less than a foot 

away from the foreground ripples, so 

I focus stacked 10 images. I used a 

ground-level tripod to get low 

enough to include the reflection of 

the background sandstone mountain 

in the pool of water. Valley of Fire 

State Park, USA. Canon 5DIII, Canon 

11-24mm f/4 lens, focus stack blend.

GET FOCUSED
CASE STUDY #3



NOW GET OUT THERE AND GO

ULTRA WIDE!
ow that you’ve mastered the many lessons in this 

book, you’re ready to get out into the field, get Nclose, and go ultra-wide. Just remember that 

successful ultra-wide photography requires you to see the 

world in a much different way. Challenge yourself to get 

closer to your subjects, and to emphatically exaggerate 

the relative sizes of foreground and background subjects. 

And don’t forget to wait for the right skies, such as the 

diagonally radiating clouds in the shot to the left. 

Remember, 

 Komodo National Park, 

Indonesia. Canon 5DIII, Canon 11-24mm f/4 lens, ISO 100, 

f/14, 1/25 second, focus stack blend.

big clouds + close foreground = extreme 

ultra-wide photo awesomeness!
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