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Note that the following information is general in nature due to 
the many different cameras available and situations to shoot. 

I find photographing people and cultures 
difficult!

This is a common statement made by many photographers 
who love to travel and aspire to capture the story of a local 
culture, or the people they meet. Lets look at some concepts 
and techniques to help you make better people/culture/travel 
images.

It is clear that some photographers find people photography 
easy, while others struggle. Try making people images in 
Morocco, you will soon discover that many locals are not 
keen to have their photo’s taken. Yet for all the perceived 
difficulties, it is possible to make great images and in this 
example, so rewarding. 

EQUIPMENT
Some photographers love to use specialised lenses like a 
85mm f1.4. Perhaps a 50mm f1.4? Beautiful lens, but they 
also have negative points, which I will point out later. 

Other photographers try to use a kit lens, only to find 
that the cheaper lenses are not very sharp. I think you 
understand where this is heading - in a nutshell - no lens 
is perfect, as is no camera. However, some combinations 
will suit ‘some photographers’. In the end, a combination of 
personal style and the right equipment for you will make all 
the difference to great results.

FAST LENSES
Lenses that offer an aperture of f2.8 or wider are designated 
as ‘fast lenses’. The term is incorrect as they are not always 
fast to use, rather it applies to the aperture being opened 
wide, this helping to offer more light to the sensor. Perhaps 
offering a faster shutter speed. Without doubt they can be a 
beautiful tool to use. The ability to apply very limited depth 
of field, can offer clean looking images with great Bokeh. 
(Oh no, that word...)

Commonly used lenses are the 24-70mm f2.8 and the 
70-200mm f2.8. If you ‘specialise’ in people photography, 
they are fantastic. However, as many travel photographers 
find, use outside of that range, can be frustrating. I then see 
photographers bring on tour a 70-200mm f2.8, plus a 100-
400mm, plus other lenses to places like Africa and complain 
about weight. Mmmm I wonder why?
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All images on this page shot with the Lumix G9 and Leica 
12-60mm. I enjoy it’s light weight and ease of use. 
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Fixed focal length lenses are fantastic, but can be 
frustrating. I have had 50mm f1.4 lens users wonder why 
they did not get the image they hoped. Often it was because 
they were too close to the subject to get the story. Of course 
for a group, this means someone in the way for other 
shooters. I often need to step in and request they move on 
after a fair time shooting. You get the idea - that focal length 
offers limited shoot options in comparison to a zoom lens.

I believe compromise and targeting your equipment is 
important. It is one reason why I love the smaller sensor 
Lumix G9 combined with the Leica 12-60mm f2.8/4. At 
60mm (120mm on a 35mm sensor) at f4, it will offer a VERY 
close result to a 70mm at f2.8. The Bokeh is beautiful! (That 
word again....)  Plus a better working distance. Something 
often overlooked by fans of the 24-70mm or 50mm range. 
The extra telephoto often means no need for a 70-200mm. 
Nice...

LOW LIGHT CAMERAS & LENSES
Without doubt, 35mm sensors are the king for low light and 
speed of use. All of them will perform very well to 3200ISO 
and some even further. This opens up fantastic hand 
held capabilities in very low light. Such low light opens up 
unique imagery. However, it is not the only facet to low light 
photography. Image stabilisation is also important, as is the 
above mentioned fast lenses.

WHAT I USE  
While I have used many fast lenses over the years (I started 
with a Canon version 80-200mm lenses in 1986 and have 
had 4 other 70-200mm f2.8 lenses since) I can say that I 
would now not buy such a lens. Of course this is personal.  
The two main reasons are: 

1. I rarely need to use a lens at f2.8 or wider.
2. The (perceived) slower lenses are always lighter in 
weight, smaller, plus cheaper.

Then some would say that the slower versions are not very 
sharp. This is not true! If comparing lenses, you need to 
compare apples for apples. So often an expensive f2.8 lens 
is compared to a cheap kit lens. No comparison! 

Over the years, my favourite people lens is around that 
of my current Leica 12-60mm (24-120mm) f2.8/f4 lens. I 
use the entire range to photograph people. Yes sometimes 
24mm at f2.8. Then I jump to the extreme and love to use a 
400mm focal length, or even longer. Why not...
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All images on this page were shot with the Lumix G9 and 
Leica 12-60mm. I enjoy it’s light weight and ease of use. 

USED CORRECTLY
And that is an important point - so often a photographer 
buys a fast lens and so rarely they use the very feature it is 
designed for. If you own a fast lens, open it up as much as 
possible and use that beautiful limited depth of field.

OPPORTUNITY
This is a key facet to all forms of photography. It is the 
reason photographers join us to places like Mongolia, India 
and cultures around the world. We help to create special 
opportunities to photograph people/culture that would be 
nearly impossible to do yourself.
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CANDID OR NOT?
Known locations to increase your chances of people and 
culture are markets and street scenes. At markets, I often 
shoot candid images as most workers and those visiting 
are concentrating on buying and selling. A camera has 
little interest to them. If I catch the attention of someone, 
or really want to get a particular image, I might ask them 
first. Language has no barriers, I simply smile first and then 
gesture to my camera. Nine times out of ten, I will get a 
positive response.

When shooting on the street, I will often (but not always) 
have my camera set to simple default settings, but change 
the focusing to continuous. This helps if they or I am moving 
for focus accuracy. I then shoot from a distance with the 
camera to the eye, or at times from the hip.  

My favourite way to shoot people and cultures works well 
with my groups. We either pre-organise a visit to a known 
unique opportunity, or as a professional guide, I spot a 
unique opportunity and work out how we can approach the 
shoot, often with the expert help of our local guide. Key 
here, is that we do not start shooting straight up. We walk 
in, say hello, they might offer us a drink and eventually we 
start to shoot. By the end of the experience, everyone has 
unique imagery and of great importance, the locals want to 
get involved. A win/win for everyone.  

TO SMILE OR NOT
I generally prefer my subject to be as natural as possible. 
This is more often not smiling. However, some characters 
always smile - that is fine. Likewise, should they look at 
you? Again, yes and no. What are you trying to achieve as a 
final result? Is it a story image to add to your book, or a hero 
image for an exhibition? That word VISUALISATION comes 
into play again.    

TECHNIQUES
While I would love to say KISS will work every time for 
people photography, I need to quantify that with - “most 
times it will”. So many times, I walk into a market with my 
settings as following:
* Aperture Priority - f4 - 800ISO (or auto) - Single Focus
* Slow to medium motor drive - 3-5 frames per second

The only two points I watch are - shutter speed, that is 
linked to ISO. I need to keep a shutter speed to at least 
60th of a second if the subject or I are not moving. BUT, it 
is not uncommon for me to go beyond this text book setting 
and shoot as low as 1 second. Add a flash and you can get 
some very cool creative results! 

All images on this page shot with the Lumix G9 and Leica 
12-60mm. I enjoy it’s light weight and ease of use. 

As the light drops, I increase the ISO. (Auto ISO can be 
handy.) If you own a 35mm sensor camera, then shooting at 
6400ISO will work fine. But for any camera, who cares if it 
has a little noise? (grain) Often a market or creative person 
image suits grain.

RELAXING YOUR SUBJECT
This is the key to making great people images. It starts with 
you being relaxed and confident, even if it is a bluff. If you 
come across as apprehensive, then your subject can not 
relax - it is that simple!

KEY TIP - don’t walk up to a person and start shooting. We 
often get a conversation going first (even with an interpreter) 
and let them see that we are interested in them and their 
culture/work. Then we start to take images.

Another method is to shoot candid style. Locations like 
Morocco can be very tough for photographers. Yet very 
rewarding for the results due to the unique nature of the 
culture. I have set myself up at a key corner for hours and 
waited for a person to come into frame. The last image on 
page 10 in Morocco was shot in this way. 
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TO TIP OR NOT?
This is a very personal point. As a general rule, we do 
not “hand over money” without an understanding that the 
subject is working and therefor might be avail to some form 
of compensation. For the Himba people, we take food like 
flour, rice and some sugar. For the Maasai in Tanzania, we 
book a village that includes a lodge. We either stay at the 
lodge, or have lunch, this creating work for villagers. We 
also get involved with the school. On other occasions, we 
will tip, with both parties agreeing to this before shooting.  
However, as much as possible, we do not tip and we 
definitely do not just hand over money to people begging 
to have a photo taken. Our local guides help us on each 
individual situation as it is different world wide.     

RESPECT
This is something that our son Pearce and I see as a key 
facet to your enjoyment, the locals enjoyment and for future 
photographers. We have seen many places spoilt by those 
not giving respect to the local people and their culture. This 
is never easy. I have had situations myself where someone 
did not want to be photographed. Easy, I apologise and 
if needed, delete the photo. I have no interest to have an 
image of a person that they are not happy for me to have. 
As mentioned before, I also treat people with respect as to 
how I approach them, with a view to talking photos. I am in 
their back yard!

WHAT IS LEGAL
This brings us to what is a legal image? The following 
is general in nature and short, as this topic does have 
variables. Some of the points covered already are apart 
of this topic. The basis of photography is that if you are 
shooting in a public place and not for commercial use, (like 
paid by a corporate company to get images for them to 
use) then you have few if any problems/limitations taking 
photographs. Then points like ‘not showing someone in a 
derogatory way’ comes into play. If you are simply using 
your images for your own book, to show at club meetings 
and to friends, then the above will hold you in good stead.

However, if you use people in an image (and they are 
identifiable) and you sell that image to a magazine, an 
advertising company etc., then a release form should be 
signed as an agreement (contract) between you and the 
person. Another facet in this topic is education use. This 
does not always mean a payment is made, or needed for 
a photo’s use. As I do not use my people images for direct 
commercial use, I do not get a release form. However, 
I have on past commercial shoots where I was hired to 
photograph models etc. 
 

 

The above two images on this page were shot with the 
Lumix G9 and Leica 12-60mm. Below is with a 100-400mm 
lens, several years ago on a 35mm sensor camera.
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We love to visit the Himba people in Namibia. They are so 
friendly and so original in look and customs. Yet they are 
happy to explore the world offered for a short time by our 
groups. The two images on this page were shot over 10 years 
ago, using a Sony 70-400mm lens. I highly recommend that 
you travel lightly and use the gear you have. A 70-200mm f2.8 
lens would not have offered a better result. So why carry it 
and the ‘must have’ longer focal length as well? 

TIP: I often use a longer telephoto lens (400mm) as it offers 
more working space, this allowing a subject to be more 
relaxed. I love the bokeh. 

KEY TIP: for any lens and best bokeh:
* Isolate your subject.
* Have a good distance from subject to background.
* Watch your background and limit distractions like trees. 

Did you know - the view you see in your camera is the same 
as what you will shoot, if you shoot with the lens wide open. 
As you close down your aperture, you will change the look of 
the final result. So aim for a look as above examples, shoot 
wide open and enjoy the results.

BOKEH - From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia...
In photography, bokeh (/boke/ BOH-kay;[1] Japanese: [boke]) 
is the aesthetic quality of the blur produced in the out-of-focus 
parts of an image produced by a lens. Bokeh has been defined 
as “the way the lens renders out-of-focus points of light”. 
Differences in lens aberrations and aperture shape cause 
some lens designs to blur the image in a way that is pleasing 
to the eye, while others produce blurring that is unpleasant 
or distracting (“good” and “bad” bokeh, respectively). Bokeh 
occurs for parts of the scene that lie outside the depth of 
field. Photographers sometimes deliberately use a shallow 
focus technique to create images with prominent out-of-focus 
regions.

Bokeh is often most visible around small background 
highlights, such as specular reflections and light sources, 
which is why it is often associated with such areas. However, 
bokeh is not limited to highlights; blur occurs in all out-of-
focus regions of the image.

(The last point is important!)
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PROCESSING...
How you process your image, will help to tell the story. It is 
also becoming easier to process. All images shown in this 
feature where processed in Adobe Lightroom. No Photoshop, 
or plug-ins. 

I often make an image, knowing exactly how I am going 
to process that image later. B&W conversion is a good 
example. It is rare that I will ‘try a B&W conversion’ back on 
the computer a few days later. Over 90% of the time, I shoot 
knowing that image will look great as a B&W. Contrast is 
the key. Contrast of tonal range so that the result can offer 
true blacks and true whites. Then, how you use your tools 
(in my case Lightroom) to offer the visualised result. Most of 
the images in this feature were processed in less than one 
minute. KISS is the key - you do not need to over process, or 
over think to get great results.

VIGNETTE OR NOT
I don’t mind a vignette on some people images. I even apply 
the same preset at times to frogs and birds, after all, they 
are similar looking imagery, just smaller. 
 

Most of my images finish as colour. I love colour as it is 
the world around us. So why decide on a B&W? For me 
it is about creativity and the look of the image. The young 
person below is a classic example where colour looks OK, 
but the B&W looks awesome. I think so anyway...

Look at the two images on the following page. Note how a 
middle of the day, harsh light standard colour image, can 
transform into a great B&W story image.
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TELL A STORY!
One of my first professional photography jobs was to 
photograph people in 1980 on Norfolk Island. Everything from 
enjoying their holiday on the Island, to a few weddings, to 
shots in the local newspaper. To be honest, I had a love/hate 
relationship earning money that way.

One of the very first points I learnt about photographing 
people was the need to tell a story. A snap shot works, but it 
does very little to hold the interest of the viewer. Check out 
the image on this page. I love it! It is an image of a Himba 
lady in deep conversation. Lighting was harsh, she was on 
the side of the road - who cares. It tells a great story. What 
ever interest you have for people and cultures, the following 
key tips will help you.

DARRAN’s PEOPLE & CULTURE TIPS 
ONE BY ONE...
1. Have a camera kit that is bias to suit your style. This will 
come down mainly to choice of lenses and weight.

2. Know your subject. Study via books etc, but to be honest, 
nothing beats field experience.

3. Work out how you will approach the opportunity. 
Understand that all living things have a personal zone and 
that if you break that comfort zone - then for people, it often 
results in poor looking images.

4. Before you are approaching to shoot, make sure that your 
base settings are ready. Especially consider the lighting. 
For this reason, I will often start my ISO at 400 in good 
light and move to a higher ISO when moving indoors or 
similar. Shutter speeds become less important if you or your  
subject are not moving.

5. Chose the right number of focus points to do the job. 
I use 5 points for targeted accuracy. I use modern eye 
tracking systems for some shoots. This technology is only 
getting better.

6. On occasions, I use Continuous Focusing if the people 
are moving, like in a paddock farming etc. Otherwise it is 
Single Shot. My motor drive is set to 3-5 frames per second. 

7. Timing is everything. So often I hear someone in a group 
say - “I didn’t get that image and I was right next to you”. 
The main difference - timing. 

8. Clean uncomplicated background! One of my favourite 
tips on tour is “watch your background”.

9. Enjoy the moment. 

More of these tips will be added from time to time. Please 
check our website. Another great option is to download my 
eBook - it’s FREE and loaded with more than 100 pages of 
information to help you shoot great images. It is fantastic on 
your phone as a quick reference or motivational guide.

Enjoy...
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A mix of images with a mix of equipment. The Himba lady 
was with a 100-400mm as was the smoking San man. The 
old guy above and lady below where in Morocco with a 
wider angle lens.


