Seek Inspiration

Technique eGuide

When your photography has hit the doldrums, you need
to find ways to get your inspiration back. Here we offer
some simple steps to get you motivated again.

Beauty is in the eye of the beholder and as photographers, we should see
beauty in all subjects and views. So, lets forget the well-known locations and
subjects and seek out the potential in more, ordinary subjects...

Photography can be a very rewarding artistic
expression style and as an easily accessible
medium, it’s one that many people, skilled or
not, can translate their vision onto a ‘canvas’
for others to enjoy. The strive for perfection
is what often drives us to continue this
process and enjoy our photography, as we
want to both convey the beauty of the
scenes before us, yet improve our technique
and the translation of those views with each
new picture.

in a rut’ feeling can be down to a bad
couple of recent shoots, when nothing
seems to gel or come together for you,
or you may see the work of others, feel
jealous of their superior results and think
to yourself, ‘why am I even bothering!'

Photography however, can also be a very
frustrating format to work with. When it
doesn’t work as we would like or you simply
lack ideas of pictures to take, then you can
all too easily feel like jacking it all in and
putting the camera back in its box and take
up another interest instead.

The truth is, you 'do' photography
because you love it and you have a
passion for it. Unfortunately, the art of
photography cannot be learnt overnight
and takes time to hone your craft. Ask
any professional how long it took them
and I guarantee many will answer that
they are still learning and with each new
shoot they learn something new to take
with them into the next. Even these
same pros will no doubt tell you that
sometimes they have off days, where the

Every photographer loses their 'photo mojo'
every now and then and this can come
about for many reasons. This getting ‘stuck

Above: Its great when all the elements come together
for the perfect photograph. When they don’t
however, it can be all to easy to lose interest in
photography, as our creativity takes a nose dive.
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last thing they want to do is pick up their camera and take pictures! I myself have these
periods and even staying in and doing the housework feels like a better option that going
out to take pictures. I used to stress badly about this and wondered myself if photography
was for me anymore. But I soon came to realise that this downtime was part of my
photographic journey. I occasionally feel this way and just have to accept it. It was no
good fighting it, as I knew if I went out on days when I felt like this, I would just end up
with some very poor images or even no images at all, as my inspiration was firmly set at
zero.
I knew this was only a bad patch and that I would soon bounce back to full form again. I
just had to understand the process to which I could work through the low patch and how
to get my mojo back and the creative juices flowing again.
Take A Break
The first thing to do therefore, is to take break. Put the camera back in the gadget
bag and listen to your head. You're fuzzed out, exhausted, creatively drained and
you need to take a break. Accept it happens and go and make yourself a cup of
coffee. Get a note pad and instead make some notes of where to go from now.
Step Back and Enjoy the Location
Part of the process of discovering your mojo again is getting back in the saddle.
However, this process needn’t be rushed, so the next step is to perhaps get out
and enjoy the landscape once again. You don’t even need to take your camera
with you and leaving it behind will take the pressure off you having to return with a picture
in the first place. Just get out and take a walk in the landscape. Take in the sights, the
sounds and the smells. Absorb all that is wonderful about our world and enjoy actually
being there. Listen to the wind blowing, the sound of waves crashing in the sea and
tuneful birdsong. Breathe in the fresh air, the smell of the fields, the flowers and the
environment around you. Use this as a reminder of why you enjoy capturing these locations, by simply just being there.

Above: When was the last time you went out and just enjoyed the locations you like to shoot, with no pressure to capture
a single image. This stripped back approach can be an ideal way to help you fall in love with photography again
and hopefully inspire you along the way.
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Take Inspiration From Others
Now, as mentioned, your initial
self-anger and frustration may
have come from comparing your
work with others. Disappointed with your
own results, you may have seen other
peoples work in magazines or posted on
social media, leaving you thinking you just
aren’t good enough at this game and you
may as well just give up. Others have the
knack, but sadly you don’t.
Well, first or all, don’t beat yourself up so
much, because you are good enough and
you can be just as good as all these other
talented photographers. So instead of
comparing your results with theirs, you
should use the comparisons in positive
way, as inspiration. The results you see
from others, are no doubt what you seek
from your own photography. Well, when
you think about it, all they had with them
was a camera, the right light and some
inspiration. So of course, this is all
available to you too. You have your

Grad filter
on sky

Above: Researching your chosen location will assist you
arriving at the ideal time to shoot.

camera. The right light is 50% planning,
50% luck and so with research, this is also
available to you. It’s just being in the right
place at the right time to make the most of it,
so the more you get out with your camera,
so the more luck you will have. Along with
light, the inspiration is also free and this is
something to build upon.
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Inspiration however, also needs
technique, by which we mean you
need to learn how to release that
inspiration with your compositions.
This you can learn from books and
magazines or even just the work of
others that have left you feeling low in
the first place. Absorb these images.
Define what you like about them, their
conviction and where you feel they
excel. Read these images like a book.
Where does it begin, where is the
middle and where does it end. What is
the main character or subject and
what gives it its personality.
Deconstructing an image like this will
help you reconstruct your own version
on location and enable you to create
an image with all the same elements
from the view that you are faced with.

Above: Deconstructing images helps you to
understand how they were created in the first place.
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Seek Out An Exhibition
With your camera safely back
in the gadget bag for a few
days or weeks, then you can
use this down time to seek out work
from other photographers by visiting a
couple of exhibitions (right).

You don’t have to only go and see
photographs on subjects that you
shoot yourself, instead you could go
and see a very different subject. If you
shoot landscapes, then perhaps seek
out the work of a portrait
photographer or displays of examples
of street photography. There’s so much overlap of technique in photography, it doesn’t
matter what subject you view, there is inspiration to take from each example. Of course
go and view work of your own interest too and perhaps imagine how you would shoot the
same scene differently. Is their work how you would have visualised the location or could
you have improved on the composition? Work out why they captured the scene in the
way they did and what they may have been thinking as they pressed the shutter. You are
trying to tap into the mind-set of the photographer and by this, you can pick up tips and
ideas of how to achieve similar results at your chosen location.
Keep it Simple: One Camera, One Lens
Once you have taken these initial first steps, now you can reach for your camera
again and carry it with you when you venture out. Now as we say, one step at a
time, so instead of taking your full kit bag full of lenses, grab just your camera
and one lens (a fixed prime lens is perfect for this), perhaps adding a single filter too.
Restrict yourself to this limited amount of
equipment and force yourself to work with
what you have. This process makes you
fine-tune your vision to this one lens
combo and therefore seek our images to
suit this, rather than the other way round
where you may be trying to adapt to the
scene. Your options are limited and of
course may mean you miss certain views
because of the restriction. However, your
mind is more focused on what you can
capture and so, it’s more likely your
images will improve because of this
blinkered view you now have.

Olympus E-M5, 20mm, ISO200

Left: Its amazing what you can capture with a single
lens and helps keep your mind focused.
Olympus OMD, 20mm. ISO 200
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Shoot With Your Phone Only
You can adapt this same process,
by limiting your camera gear to just
your camera-phone instead. Again,
without the distraction of multi-lens choices,
limited subject choice, as well as care on
how much this camera can capture in
resolution, you are limiting your options to
discover subjects to suit. You may easily
find yourself shooting subjects you would
otherwise normally ignore, as you have to
perhaps shoot closer views and ignore the
wider views that this camera may struggle
with. Perhaps use an app to add a creative
filter to tweak the results and again seek out
subjects that would benefit this. It’s a new
approach and working practise than you
may be used to and this can only be good
for getting the inspiration burning again and
encouraging you to find new shots, all of
which will be good experience for your
regular photography.
Buy a Film Camera & Roll of Film
If you want to do something really
different, then perhaps consider
buying a cheap film camera and
lens on eBay, along with a roll of film. This
can cost as little as £25 and yet the
experience of this is worth its weight in gold.
You could choose a simple 35mm film
camera or even something more lo-fi, such
as a Holga camera or even a pinhole
camera. There’s a variety of ways of
shooting film. If you have never shot film
before, having always used digital, it may be
a daunting prospect. However, if you
approach it in the same way, then you
should get some good results. It’s just like
shooting digital, but without seeing the
results immediately. You still need to
compose and expose carefully and if you
shoot with negative film, then at least you
will have some exposure latitude for slight
exposure mishaps you might make. Get the
results processed and scanned to disc by
the lab and see just what you can achieve.

Above: Heading out with just a camera-phone is
another way of going back to basics and using the
limitations to your advantage.

It may not be as cheap a way of shooting
as you have come to expect with digital,
but you don’t have to shoot this way all the
time. It’s a new process and way of
working and hopefully a way of allowing
you to fall in love with photography again.
Give it a try.

Above: Try a new format to awaken your photography
interest and see how addictive photography was
before the digital age. Holga, Kodak 400 negative film
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Perfect a Technique
Just like shooting with a one
camera/one lens combo, you can
limit this further, by concentrating
on one technique as well. This for
example, could be shooting only with the
‘rule of thirds’ technique and making sure
your compositions follow this guide. Or try
shooting in the square format. If your
camera doesn’t allow you to set this format
in the options, then either use the gridlines
option on your cameras LCD or perhaps
lightly tape some black card to the back of
your camera to assist you composing with this equal-sided format. Try breaking the rules
and shooting subjects that are positioned in the centre of the frame or with the horizon
across the centre of the frame. You'll have to work hard to find a suitable subject or view
of course, but this restriction could allow you to capture a scene you’ve not considered
before. Shoot only at maximum aperture (above), so that you only have limited focus and
seek out subjects that may benefit this technique too. These are all less used techniques,
but all very effective when captured well.
Book a Workshop
If you don’t feel you are learning enough from
reading books and magazines on photographic
technique, then consider a course or workshop
to get a more thorough hands-on teaching
approach. A one-to-one workshop will enable
you to get personal tuition and guidance from a
tutor who can then work closely with you to
resolve any issues or problems you are facing.
A group workshop will no doubt put you in
contact with people facing similar problems as
yourself. Here you can bounce ideas off each other whilst learning from the workshop
leader and hopefully return home feeling inspired by seeing other’s approach to a subject.
Analyse Your Own Work
Use your down-time to analyse your own work. Be extra critical and hard on
yourself for once and see if you can identify where you are going wrong. Is it light
or composition that you seem to be failing at? If you can identify the errors, then
perhaps this will give you the necessary information to research this area more. Ask the
advice of others. This can be family or friends, but preferably other photographers. Try
posting some of your images online and asking others to critique your images and ask
advice of where you might improve. Again, if the answer is mainly your use of light in the
image for example, then this gives you the key of where to concentrate your study and
research into ways of improving this. Everyone will have their own ideas of where the
improvement can be made, but it’s a good start and advice for free.
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To help build up your self-confidence again, consider
printing out your own work and displaying it above
your computer to inspire you (left). Remind yourself
that you can take great images and create some
prints to prove this.

Head to the Hotspots, but...
When you do feel inspired enough to head out with your camera again, and you
will, try taking little tear sheets of the location you are heading to that you have
found online taken by other photographers. Using these as a guide, you can find
the exact spot where the photographer stood, to take the picture. You can then use this is
several ways. It may well be the prime spot to take the view of this location from and if
enough photographers have been here, you may even see evidence of this with multiple
tripod holes in the ground. Use this position to determine why this is the hotspot in the
first place. Why here, why this angle, why this rock in the foreground and why does this
make the best composition? Go all detective and analyse this 'crime scene' and build
your evidence of the location.
By all means take your own version from the same spot, but then once you have, now is
the time to time your own interpretation of the location. With your newly acquired mojo
and refreshed inspiration, seek out an alternative view or views (left) and see is there is
actually a better way to capture the essence of
this location. If everyone ends up at the original
spot when they come here, anything taken from
a slightly different angle is going to be new an
original. Read the scene. What do you like
about it? What are the main features? What
needs excluding and what makes the best
composition? Use this with any variation of light
you might have, to create your own personal
interpretation. Keep your photography original
and just use the examples of others as a guide.
Create your own style and interpretation, so that
your photography stays fresh and use this to
keep the inspiration when the going gets tough.
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