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INTRODUCTION


Stuck in a rut? Keep taking the same old boring pictures again and again? In need of some serious inspiration? Trust me, I get it. I’ve been doing this for over ten years professionally and I most certainly get it. I’m completely with you. Photography may be my life’s work and passion, but between you and me, I get bored with my camera, too.


Don’t worry; it’s totally normal. You see, picking up a camera and taking a picture is just the beginning. Capturing meaningful images, telling compelling visual stories, continuing to evolve as a photographer, and staying motivated and inspired throughout the entire process—now that’s the tough part.


Sometimes, we all need a little help getting those creative juices flowing again.


The truth is, no photographer is blessed with a bottomless well of inspiration that can be dipped into on demand. Innovation and creativity don’t always come naturally. Sometimes, we all need a little help getting those creative juices flowing again. That’s why I wrote this book.


Within these pages, you’ll find 50 tried-and-true tips and tricks for boosting creativity. From turning traditional photography rules on their head (Rule of Thirds what?) to fun shooting exercises and challenges, I’m confident that you’ll find enough inspiration in here to get you excited about your camera again.
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PUT DOWN YOUR CAMERA
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You’ve heard the phrase, “absence makes the heart grow fonder” when it comes to relationships. Well, the same thing goes for your relationship with your camera. Uninspired? Stuck in a rut? Don’t force it. Take a break. Put the camera down.


As with relationships, a little distance might be just what you need to clear the static from your head and remember why you started taking pictures in the first place. In this section, you’ll find some tips that’ll help you fall out of boredom—and maybe even back in love—with your camera.
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CREATE AN INSPIRATION BOARD


One of the easiest and most powerful ways to boost creativity when you’re bored with your camera is to put together an inspiration board that reminds you why you want to take pictures in the first place.


The simple act of putting together a board filled with images that inspire you (I even add quotes, song lyrics, and color swatches) not only helps to get those creative juices flowing in the moment, but it also serves as a great reference for when you’re feeling unmotivated in the future—which happens to even the most seasoned pros.


You can put a board together for a specific reason—for example, one based on a specific location you want to photograph—or just create a general board filled with random images that you’re drawn to. I personally have separate boards for specific categories or genres of photography—like portraiture, nature, and black-and-white photos—and I’m continually adding images that inspire me to each of them. I source most of my images from magazines, but if I see something online that speaks to me, I’ll print it out and add it to the board.




*


TIP: If you can’t be bothered (or don’t have the wall space) to create a physical inspiration board, you can easily create a digital board. There are plenty of online board-creating tools like Pinterest (no, it’s not just for weddings and fashion bloggers!) and Moodboard that allow you to create a board while saving you the paper cuts.






WHAT’S THE STORY?


Taking a beautiful photograph is one thing, but creating meaning behind it is something else entirely.


Before pointing and shooting, ask yourself:


– Why am I taking this picture?


– If this picture had a story, what would it be?


– How can I communicate this story visually?


Sure, you can tell a story with a series of images, but the real challenge is trying to convey a great story within one single image. One way I like to find “the story” is by looking out for the natural details in the scene before me: weird juxtapositions and small oddities, reflections, shadows, lines, and textures. Sometimes, the most powerful story is in the abbreviated version of a scene, even focusing in on one single detail rather than the scene in its entirety.
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Shooting portraits? I like to carefully study a person before photographing them. The least creepy way to do this is by having a conversation. Ask them to tell their story before attempting to tell it visually in a photograph. Keep an eye out for elements of their personality that reveal themselves through physical attributes: a cheeky smile, deep laugh lines, disheveled hair, weathered hands. Consider the context—perhaps including your subject’s environment might add further meaning and perspective—or try focusing in on a particular detail. The bottom line? Ask yourself, “What am I trying to say here?,” and then figure out ways to say it.
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*


TIP: One of my favorite techniques to communicate a story visually is playing with angles. The angle in which a photo is taken can dramatically convey meaning. For example, shooting a subject from a low angle will tell a different story than if the subject was shot from above. The same goes for wide shots versus tight shots.






DRAW OR PAINT SOMETHING
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Put down the camera and pick up a pencil or paintbrush. Seriously. To be a good photographer, you have to learn to look at the world differently, and learning to draw or paint is a great way to change how you look at things.


Try this quick exercise: Look outside your window. Unless you live on a tropical island, your view is probably fairly mundane: other houses, parked cars, trees, maybe a lawn, and so on. Not particularly photo-worthy, right?


Now, pick up a pencil or a paintbrush and try to draw or paint the scene in front of you. Trying to recreate the scene with your own hand requires you to study every small detail in front of you: the soft, golden light reflecting off the car windows, a flower growing through a crack in the sidewalk, the fact that no two leaves on the trees are alike. The process of drawing and painting forces you to look carefully and closely at the world around you, and teaches you to see rather than just look. This will make you a better photographer.
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*


TIP: Find something you actually want to photograph, but instead of bringing your camera along, take a sketchpad and pencils or watercolors—whichever speaks to you more. Spend a few hours drawing or painting your scene or subject. Remember, you’re not aiming for perfection; it’s the process itself, not the end result, that’s important.






GO FOR A WALK


My favorite way to spark inspiration when I’m bored with my camera is to take a walk. It sounds cliché, but I don’t mean just any walk: I’m talking about a walk with a purpose—and without a camera.


A few years ago, one of my mentors gave me an assignment that helped change my photography for the better. She told me to take the same walk every day at different times of the day, sans camera. (It sounds counterintuitive but, trust me, ditching the camera changes everything.) Instead of telling me to look out for interesting things to photograph, she instructed me to simply observe how the light changed at the same location during different times of the day. She asked me to study how the scenes along the way—the characters, the objects, the activity—changed over the course of the day and over the course of one entire week.


Taking the time to do this every day over a week-long period made me fall in love with light, taught me how people interact with their environments, how to truly appreciate beauty in the everyday and mundane. It showed me the multitude of stories and perspectives in one single scene. Most importantly, it taught me how to really be present in the moment, which is probably the most important takeaway any photographic exercise has ever given me. Though being trigger happy can be a good thing (see “Shoot an Entire Roll of Film”), the point of this walk is to get lost in your surroundings— not in your viewfinder.
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*


BONUS: You can stumble across cool new places to shoot. It’s on these camera-free walks that I’ve been able to find some of my favorite shooting locations.
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