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How can I capture a bestselling image?
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Tom Dempsey’s bestselling image 1981-2006.

One of the most stunning sights in Switzerland 
is the view here from Männlichen Peak. From 
left to right are the peaks of Eiger (the Ogre, 
13,026 feet), Mönch (the Monk), and Jungfrau 
(the Virgin, 13,600 feet). The Grindelwald
Valley drops to the left, and the Lauterbrunnen 
Valley to the right. 
Published on the cover of Ryder Walker Alpine Adventures 2005 
Catalog; in September/October 2004 Sierra Magazine (Outings 
double page opening spread); in Wilderness Travel 2000 & 1993 
Catalog of Adventures; plus various prints sold individually.

View my portfolio on www.photoseek.com
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This image roughly follows the “Rule of Thirds”
(or sixths).
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The Rule 
of Thirds

Apply the “Rule of Thirds” to begin your compositions, and then change as 
needed. 

•Imagine a tick-tack-toe board over the image and put main subjects on 
the intersections or lines. 
•When shooting landscapes , place the sky levelly at one third or two 
thirds (or in the top or bottom sixth). 
•Novices, beware of centering subjects , which often makes a 
composition feel static. 
•Remember: “Emotional impact outshines rules.”

Fill with “flow”: 
•Reading and other visual habits affect the flow of our gaze upon 
images. 

•Most cultures read text from left to right, from top to bottom, which affects the 
rhythm of your gaze.

•Balance subjects within the frame so that viewers’ eyes actively 
circulate within the image without leaving. 

•A gazing animal or a pointy subject creates directional flow which may need 
balancing with space or other subjects. 

•Three or five subjects (or an odd number) often flow better than an 
even number like two or four. Even numbers of equal sized objects can 
often feel more static. Exception: a pair of animals or people can invoke 
our feelings about pair-bonding (yearning, attraction, and so forth).
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Rule of Thirds

– Align subjects along “tick-tack-toe” lines.
– Place landscape or sky levelly 

• at one third or two thirds of frame
• Or: at top or bottom sixth

– Avoid centering subjects.
– Balance various subjects 

• on horizontal thirds or vertical thirds.

– Tweak composition.
– Emotional impact outshines “rules”.
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Trekking the Huayhuash Mountains, PERU. 
Copyright Tom Dempsey / Photoseek.com
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Trekking the Huayhuash Mountains, PERU. 
Copyright Tom Dempsey / Photoseek.com

Another example of the Rule of Thirds, aligning 
subjects roughly along or “tick-tack-toe” lines.
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Lower Antelope Canyon, Page, Arizona.

Copyright Tom Dempsey / Photoseek.com

Another example of the Rule of Thirds.
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How to Fill the Frame

– Common mistake = showing too much
– Simplify the image.

–Boil down your image to its essentials. 
–Showing less is often more powerful than 
showing more.
–Viewers often enjoy a mystery.  But help 
them out with a good caption so they don’t 
get frustrated. 
–Some images depend upon a good 
caption to describe the context , which 
can often create much more meaning and 
impact upon viewers.
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How to Fill the Frame

– Common mistake = showing too much
– Simplify the image.
– Tell a story visually with:

• Humor, emotion , motion, color, tone, pattern, 
texture, detail, contrast, …

– Exclude distracting elements. 
• Bright whites, highlights, colors or contrasting 

elements can draw viewers eyes away from your 
intended subject(s).

– Vary your shots, shoot lots.

–Boil down your image to its essentials. 
–Showing less is often more powerful than 
showing more.
–Viewers often enjoy a mystery.  But help 
them out with a good caption so they don’t 
get frustrated. 
–Some images depend upon a good 
caption to describe the context , which 
can often create much more meaning and 
impact upon viewers.
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Three pelicans on the beach, Walpole-
Nornalup National Park, Western Australia.

Copyright Tom Dempsey / Photoseek.com
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Three pelicans on the beach, Walpole-
Nornalup National Park, Western Australia.
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“The Odd Rule”: 3 or 5 subjects 
are often more dynamic than 2 or 4

Three pelicans on the beach, Walpole-
Nornalup National Park, Western Australia.

Copyright Tom Dempsey / Photoseek.com

Three or five subjects (or an odd number) 
often flow better than an even number like two 
or four. Even numbers of equally sized objects 
can often feel static.
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“Odd Rule” exception: 
pairs of animals (or 
people) can be cute 

or romantic

Masked Booby mates groom each other, 
Galapagos Islands, ECUADOR. 

Copyright Tom Dempsey / Photoseek.com
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Russell Falls, Tasmania, AUSTRALIA.

Copyright Tom Dempsey / Photoseek.com
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Jagged rock pattern, Glacier National Park, 
Montana. 

Copyright Tom Dempsey / Photoseek.com
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Jagged rock pattern, Glacier National Park, 
Montana. 

Copyright Tom Dempsey / Photoseek.com

Composing with the Rule of Thirds can create 
subtle order in a complex pattern.



19

Page 19 “Tom’s Photo Tips” #1

Light Levels – Dynamic Range
• Your eyes see a much wider dynamic range of 

light values (dark to bright) than captured by 
cameras or prints.
– 5 f/stops ~ Fujichrome Velvia slide film
– 4 - 7 f/stops ~ images printed on paper
– 7 f/stops ~ Kodak Gold 200 print film
– 8 f/stops ~ RAW Canon Powershot Pro1 digital camera
– 10 - 12 f/stops ~ RAW Canon 1D Mark II digital SLR
– 14  f/stops ~ EYES capture the widest dynamic range

Note: One f/stop means halving or doubling the light.
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Light Levels – Dynamic Range

• Compared to eyes, cameras/prints lose detail
– in shadows , which often appear too black
– in highlights , where details are lost in a whiteout
– Photos look artificially high contrast, like in Black & White

• Cameras are dumb machines. 
• Workaround: Optimize light levels back to reality. 

– use image editor (Adobe Photoshop)

• A photographer’s skill can turn images into real art.

DISCUSSION ITEM: What is your attitude about manipulating images?
Photographic tricks and manipulation have been available since film was invented, but digital files now make changes much easier.
Viewer notification of image alterations is most important for news journalists. If you present realistic photographs such as for selling travel or 
nature photography, viewers should be notified if the image content significantly departs from the actual scene, especially if objects have 
been removed or added. A notable example was where a famous wildlife photographer added extra cheetah babies to the mother’s image 
without telling viewers, which resulted in a scene that would never exist in nature. Another more common example is when commercial 
photographers use a colored filters over the sky or image to create a mood. (I don’t use any colored filters, other than adjusting to the 
appropriate white balance). 
Some photographers feel that film captures an inviolable master image , from which scans & prints should not depart. However, the best
photographers like Ansel Adams have always had to “dodge and burn ” their film negatives to better capture the drama in their prints and 
emulate their perception at shooting time. Artistry determines how far to depart from the master film negative. 
All films have biases , such as the vibrant but unnatural greens of Fuji Velvia, and the high contrast appearance of Black and White film. To 
my eyes, black & white prints are a hyper-real artificial media, excellent for certain artistic statements. Our eyes see at least twice the 
dynamic range (brightness levels from highlights to shadows) of most cameras (film or digital). No film or digital camera sees “reality”
exactly like your eyes do. Cameras often portray shadows too dark and/or highlights lacking in detail, whereas your eyes would have seen 
details throughout the light range.
In order to fully capture the entire dynamic range of film (from highlights to shadows), the best scans from early scanners look flat and 
unsaturated. This required using Adobe Photoshop to revive the image back to its film appearance. Newer film scanners (after 2004) are 
smarter and now vibrantly reproduce film automatically. 
As of 2006, shooting with a digital camera captures exceptional quality, surpassing film cameras in each class. 
Now affordable digital inkjet printers exceed the quality of chemical prints from film, giving everyone an inexpensive high-quality photo print 
studio on their desktop, without need for a darkroom.
Digital JPEG files are the new “master image”, which can be manipulated very easily in the “digital darkroom”.
Advanced cameras offer amazing digital RAW files , which are infinitely malleable after shooting, and have no intrinsic “master state”. For 
RAW images, the photographer must choose an appropriate rendition like a watercolor artist.
A digital camera does not create an inviolable “master image”. Nor does a film camera, due to specific film biases. A camera is just a dumb 
tool (but getting smarter). As in the past, excellent photography requires your skilled artistic input to make the image emulate “reality”.
Always match your White Balance setting to the subject’s light source when shooting JPEGs, and don’t rely on AWB (Automatic White 
Balance) unless the image contains whites or grays as a reference point.
Many professional photographers use color matching software and hardware to coordinate color between computer monitor and printer. 
This can be costly and time consuming, and is not necessary for most consumer level photographers. You can save money and trust your 
senses, though at the risk of occasional color balance problems.
Trust yourself (don’t trust the camera, film or sensor) to capture your vision. Trust your gut reaction & that of your audience. If you delete or 
add objects to any image or radically modify the color or tone, notify your audience, such as in the caption of the image.

My photography goal: I want to convey my original perception of the subject, as sensed in the moment. I want to 
present my personal vision with impressive audience impact. 
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You don’t have to travel to other countries to 
see world-class scenery.

Wyoming: 

Early morning sun hits the Teton Range, which 
reflects in the Snake River at Schwabacher
Landing, in Grand Teton National Park. Grand 
Teton rises to 13,766 feet (4,198.6 meters).



22

Page 22 “Tom’s Photo Tips” #1

This unedited image fails to show 
shadow detail which was clearly visible to 

my eyes at shooting time.
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Wyoming: 

Early morning sun hits the Teton Range, which 
reflects in the Snake River at Schwabacher
Landing, in Grand Teton National Park. Grand 
Teton rises to 13,766 feet (4,198.6 meters).
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In a photo editor, I optimized shadow 
levels back closer to reality.
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Wyoming: 

Early morning sun hits the Teton Range, which 
reflects in the Snake River at Schwabacher
Landing, in Grand Teton National Park. Grand 
Teton rises to 13,766 feet (4,198.6 meters).
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Light Levels: Optimize Back to Reality

• After shooting, adjust Levels & Curves in image 
editor 
– Adjust shadows & highlights separately

• Photoshop: Image > Adjust > Shadows & Highlights 

• Use Levels Layer with Mask or Graduated Selection

– RAW versus JPEG, digital shot format
• Must shoot JPEG with exactly right Exposure & White Balance.

• For RAW format, decide critical settings later.
– Refine White Balance, Exposure, Levels, Curves later on computer.
– Shoot RAW files to best preserve detail. 
– RAW format stores 16 times more light data than JPG

DISCUSSION ITEM: What is your attitude about manipulating images?
Photographic tricks and manipulation have been available since film was invented, but digital files now make changes much easier.
Viewer notification of image alterations is most important for news journalists. If you present realistic photographs such as for selling travel or 
nature photography, viewers should be notified if the image content significantly departs from the actual scene, especially if objects have 
been removed or added. A notable example was where a famous wildlife photographer added extra cheetah babies to the mother’s image 
without telling viewers, which resulted in a scene that would never exist in nature. Another more common example is when commercial 
photographers use a colored filters over the sky or image to create a mood. (I don’t use any colored filters, other than adjusting to the 
appropriate white balance). 
Some photographers feel that film captures an inviolable master image , from which scans & prints should not depart. However, the best
photographers like Ansel Adams have always had to “dodge and burn ” their film negatives to better capture the drama in their prints and 
emulate their perception at shooting time. Artistry determines how far to depart from the master film negative. 
All films have biases , such as the vibrant but unnatural greens of Fuji Velvia, and the high contrast appearance of Black and White film. To 
my eyes, black & white prints are a hyper-real artificial media, excellent for certain artistic statements. Our eyes see at least twice the 
dynamic range (brightness levels from highlights to shadows) of most cameras (film or digital). No film or digital camera sees “reality”
exactly like your eyes do. Cameras often portray shadows too dark and/or highlights lacking in detail, whereas your eyes would have seen 
details throughout the light range.
In order to fully capture the entire dynamic range of film (from highlights to shadows), the best scans from early scanners look flat and 
unsaturated. This required using Adobe Photoshop to revive the image back to its film appearance. Newer film scanners (after 2004) are 
smarter and now vibrantly reproduce film automatically. 
As of 2006, shooting with a digital camera captures exceptional quality, surpassing film cameras in each class. 
Now affordable digital inkjet printers exceed the quality of chemical prints from film, giving everyone an inexpensive high-quality photo print 
studio on their desktop, without need for a darkroom.
Digital JPEG files are the new “master image”, which can be manipulated very easily in the “digital darkroom”.
Advanced cameras offer amazing digital RAW files , which are infinitely malleable after shooting, and have no intrinsic “master state”. For 
RAW images, the photographer must choose an appropriate rendition like a watercolor artist.
A digital camera does not create an inviolable “master image”. Nor does a film camera, due to specific film biases. A camera is just a dumb 
tool (but getting smarter). As in the past, excellent photography requires your skilled artistic input to make the image emulate “reality”.
Always match your White Balance setting to the subject’s light source when shooting JPEGs, and don’t rely on AWB (Automatic White 
Balance) unless the image contains whites or grays as a reference point.
Many professional photographers use color matching software and hardware to coordinate color between computer monitor and printer. 
This can be costly and time consuming, and is not necessary for most consumer level photographers. You can save money and trust your 
senses, though at the risk of occasional color balance problems.
Trust yourself (don’t trust the camera, film or sensor) to capture your vision. Trust your gut reaction & that of your audience. If you delete or 
add objects to any image or radically modify the color or tone, notify your audience, such as in the caption of the image.

My photography goal: I want to convey my original perception of the subject, as sensed in the moment. I want to 
present my personal vision with impressive audience impact. 
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How can I capture a new bestselling image?

Patagonia, South America: 

A few miles outside of the frontier town of El 
Chalten, ARGENTINA, clouds flirt with Mount 
Fitz Roy (3405 meters / 11,170 feet), in Los 
Glaciares National Park.
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Lenga or southern beech (Nothofagus) trees 
beneath Mount Fitz Roy, on the trail to Laguna 
de los Tres, Los Glaciares National Park, 
ARGENTINA.
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Mount Fitz Roy seen through a window of 
Lenga trees (or southern beech; Nothofagus), 
on the trail to Laguna de los Tres, Los 
Glaciares National Park, ARGENTINA.
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Dry grass beneath Cerro Fitz Roy, on the trail 
to Laguna de los Tres, Los Glaciares National 
Park, ARGENTINA.
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Cerro Torre and Cerro Fitz Roy rise behind a 
silhouette of a lenga tree, in Los Glaciares 
National Park, ARGENTINA. This view is from 
along the Loma del Pliegue Tumbada trail from 
El Chalten.
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The Yamana natives called this mountain 
"Chalten", or "Peak of Fire," probably because 
of the frequent smoke-like clouds which 
surround the mountain. But I think the fiery 
sunrise light could also have influenced the 
name. Now we call it Cerro (or Monte) Fitz Roy 
(named after Captain Fitzroy of the ship 
Beagle, which carried Charles Darwin). The 
Mount Fitz Roy Range catches beautiful light 
at sunrise, most conveniently seen here from 
the southern end of El Chalten on the main 
road at the entrance to Los Glaciares National 
Park. Several hiking trails in the park offer 
stunning views for dayhikers and backpackers.
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Cerro Torre (left) and Cerro Fitz Roy (3405 meters / 
11,170 feet). Los Glaciares National Park, seen 
from the outskirts of El Chalten, ARGENTINA.

This is probably my favorite overall image of Mount 
Fitz Roy, because it combines pretty sunrise light 
with the added depth of a background cloud which 
pierces the mountain like an arrow. Even though the 
cloud is high above, the mountain appears to jut 
above the cloud in this perspective, giving the chunk 
of rock a feeling of greater height. Dramatically 
silhouetted hills in the foreground give a third 
reference point for depth. For me, a great landscape 
image benefits greatly from three or more depth 
references (smooth hills, jagged range, & cloud).
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How can I capture a bestselling image?

• Vary shots. Shoot lots.
• Impact your audience emotionally.
• Fill the frame: tell a story without distractions.
• Apply the Rule of Thirds (& Sixths) 

– Novices should avoid centering subjects.

• Compensate for camera & printer limits:
– Adjust shadows & highlights to match observed reality.
– Optimize light Levels to suit web, monitors & printers.
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Take Tom’s Workshop series to tap his 28 years of photography experience!

“Put More Punch in your Pictures”

• How to Compose an Exciting Image
– Evoke Emotion
– Fill the Frame
– Apply the “Rule of Thirds”
– Create Contrast.
– Play with Perspectives (wide, tele, macro)

• Capture the Moment
– Focus with Finesse

• Put Punch in your Prints
Visit Phovi.com for more details.
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