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Introduction 
 

Photography has undergone a huge transformation over recent years with 

cameras condensing down so much they now fit inside your mobile phone! 

Gone are the days of being limited by how many shots you have left on a 

roll of film or getting them developed only to find you had your finger 

partially over the lens in one of your favourite shots. 

 

Now that photography is so accessible and easy to do, it may be easy to 

forget that there is an entire art form behind creating those perfect shots. 

The first idea I would like you to consider in your photography is to take 

photos as if you are still shooting on film. Limiting your number of shots 

will force you to get creative and figure out what really is going to be the 

most impactful angle.  

 

Throughout this guide there will be information on how to get the most 

out of your camera, activities for you to help boost your creativity and skills 

when you are out snapping pictures and how to take an effective photo. 

 

I hope you enjoy this guide and get something valuable from it. 

 

Happy Snapping!  

 

Renee Johnson 

 



Tools of the trade 
This guide is not about using the best camera on the market, it’s about utilising the tools we already have available. It doesn’t matter 

whether you’ve got a mobile phone, a point and shoot digital camera or a more technical DSLR. Whatever you have, the most 

important thing is to learn how it works. Google is a great resource for finding specific information about your device and its functions. 

Alternatively, try different modes and settings and see what you find. I think a combination of both approaches is best. It is important 

to be confident with your device than to have the best camera on the market. What good is a tool if you don’t know how to use it? 

Before you read further into the guide, I want you to be confident you know your camera. Try different settings, see what they do. 

Figure out what settings you could use to get the most effective shots. 

 Activity:  Find which mode/setting on your device best captures the following: 

 

                     Running water/stream   a shady area   a flower in full sun   a landscape  a sunset  the moon 
 

Mobile Phones vs point and shoot vs DSLR 
Mobile phones – The most compact option. These have simple adjustments like zoom and exposure right through to the ability to take 

panoramic shots and more! If a mobile phone is all you have, that’s okay! Most mobile phones these days have relatively decent 

cameras and different modes you can utilise to get the best shot. 

Point and shoot – These are the compact digital cameras you see on the market. Great for taking on holiday or family gatherings as 

they are small and easy to use. They are not for people who are interested in photography they are better for documentation 

purposes. If you are thinking about purchasing one of these to take better photos, this is not the right camera to choose. You will be 

better off upgrading your mobile phone than purchasing one of these. 

DSLR – If you are thinking about getting serious into your photography this is the next type of camera you will want to purchase. Do 

your research to figure out which model is best for you. Youtube has great camera reviews so you can get an idea of what you might be 

looking for. In terms of image quality and ability to manipulate shots this type of camera is the best pick but, with that also comes with 

a whole lot more learning about settings and shooting modes. If you already have one of these cameras and are shooting in the 

automatic mode, you might as well be taking pictures on your mobile phone! Peter McKinnon taught me pretty much everything I 

know, follow the link for his tutorials. https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLTZSw2B7F_WdYHeoyrwItZvvTy3P6kOsy  

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLTZSw2B7F_WdYHeoyrwItZvvTy3P6kOsy


Spot the difference 
 

 

One of these images was taken on my DSLR camera the other two are taken on my mobile phone. Can you guess which one? 

My point being mobile phones can put up a good fight against a DSLR so don’t feel like you need to rush out and buy a fancy camera to 

get a good photo. Could you tell which photo was the odd one out? Hint: It’s the Day Lillies! 



Photo Composition 
Now that we have identified the device we would like to use, we should talk about what we are taking 

photos of! 

Subjects 
Your photo should always have a subject. This is the focal point of the photo and helps draw the 

audiences eye in. In close-up shots the subject becomes quite obvious but, for landscapes, having a 

subject can seem trickier. Your subject can be anything! A bird, a path, a pot, flower, tree, shed, etc. 

Once you have chosen your subject then you must figure out where it will sit in frame. 

 Adjusting where your subject sits in the frame will determine how you are guiding the eye of your 

audience. For example, imagine you are considering taking a photo of a house on a hill. Why are you 

taking this photo? Is it a cool house or is it the location that makes it something special?  

If it’s a really cool house, then you may want to centre subject (the house) so the eye is drawn directly to it when they look at the 

image. Alternatively, if it’s the location that makes it special, you may want to emphasize this by locating the 

subject off centre. This will make the subject less dominant and allow the audiences eye to move across the 

image before finding the subject. 

I quite like the look of my garden shed so I’ve decided to demonstrate some 

different subjects here (along with a good example of what an overcast photo vs 

sunny photo look like in the top and bottom left).  

Top left – I’ve centred the shed because, it’s a cool shed! But I’ve explored some 

different subject options just from the one photo.  

Bottom left – I’ve tried to capture the pot arrangement but I still prefer the top 

photo. 

Bottom right – I’ve tried to capture the rusty wheel in the Hoya but I’m not super happy with this shot 

either. 



I prefer the first photo (top left) because the subject stands out from the background and draws the eye in. In the other two everything 

seems to blend together. But we have some more tricks up our sleeve... 

Angles 
By adjusting the angle at which you are taking the 

photo, you can achieve different looks also: the photo 

on the left is taken from a slightly low angle to 

compensate for the Hoya flowers drooping 

downwards, whereas the photo on the right is taken 

from the right shooting slightly across towards the 

left, giving more three-dimensional depth to the 

wheel, leaves and flowers. 

Framing a Shot 
This is another trick to help draw the viewers eye into the photo. By framing a shot, you can direct peoples’ eye to your subject. In the 

example shown in the top right, I’ve used the Hoya to add interest and frame my subject, the rusty wheel.  Framing a shot also softens 

the edge of the image. The photos below all have an example of framing. Some from the top, bottom and sides. As your eye falls over 

each image, it should be drawn towards the subject. You don’t always have to frame a shot  but it can be a big help in directing the eye 

of the audience.  

 

 

 Activity: Look at these 

photos to the left and identify 

the frame and the subject. 

 



Balance 
Another concept to consider is how to balance a photo. The rule of thirds is 

represented by the gridlines setting on your phone or camera - three horizontal and 

three vertical lines creating nine boxes in total. To use these gridlines, you should 

place important features around where the lines intersect. This isn’t to say you can’t 

have a good photo with features not on these lines but as the eye is naturally drawn to 

these proportions, placing things along these lines may make your image more 

effective.  

Leading Lines 
The red and yellow buoys in the photo below guide your eye to the subject, which is 

autumnal trees. They also help create a sense of depth of field in the image. These can 

be pathways, roads, fences etc. Anything that follows a line, straight or curved. 

Get Creative! 
Now that you have some basic ideas about photo composition, it’s time to add your own personal flair. You don’t have to use these 

tips for every photo but, give them a go if you want to try something different and have a bit of fun! Sometimes these techniques work 

sometimes they don’t so it’s all about playing around and figuring out what works for you. 

Shooting through objects (top right) – In the photo on the right I have used Centranthus ruber close to the lens to create a pink smoky effect. 

You can shoot through leaves, flowers, branches and the list goes on! 

Reflections and light (Left) – Still bodies of water can create an amazing mirror 

effect, or you could use real mirrors, old CDs, glass prisms etc to create various 

lighting effects by angling them near the camera lens.  Having a mirror fully in 

frame can achieve some stunning pictures that fool the mind depending on 

what the mirror is reflecting! 

Silhouettes and silky water (Right) – Have you figured out how to create a silky 

water effect while experimenting with the settings on your device? Here is an 

example of silky water and another creative technique, silhouettes. 



Shooting conditions 
 

Light  
Light conditions largely influence how a photo turns out. It’s more difficult to shoot good photos on a bright sunny day than in overcast 

conditions, sunrise or sunset.  Many photographers like shooting during ‘golden hour’ which occurs just before sunset, producing soft 

warm light and reducing the chances of overexposure. It’s not as important for taking photos of gardens but this idea is worth bearing 

in mind. The time of year will also impact where the sun is in the sky and the shadows it casts. In the photos below you can see what 

happens in bright light. The whites get over exposed and shadows are very dark. You can mitigate this by adjusting settings if you only 

are able to shoot during bright sunlight but, if you have the option, adjusting when you shoot will make it easier to get softer highlights 

and shadows. This allows for your photo to capture more detail. Under exposed photos are better than over exposed as you can still 

pull detail from shadows when editing photos because there is generally different tones in ‘black’ but you can’t pull detail from white 

as it’s all one tone. 

Activity: Take a photo of your favourite spot in the garden first thing in the morning, on a sunny day and in the evening. How does the 

light change in the area? How do the different photos make you feel? Which photo makes you feel closest to how you feel when you 

are in that part of the garden? Whichever photo you like best, you should aim to shoot at that time of day when you are out taking 

photos. 

White Balance 
This is very important for making your photos look true to colour and 

evoke different feelings from your audience. For example, warmer 

tones give off a warmer feeling as opposed to cooler tones. It is 

important to think about how you want people to feel and adjust 

settings accordingly. There should be a feature for white balance on 

your device. 

These photos I have adjusted the white balance only. Can you see 

the differences between the photos? I prefer shooting with a white balance that achieves slightly cooler tones when I am shooting 

plants as it allows for richer greens and bluer blues opposed to the yellow competing with the naturally cool toned green. 



Other Camera Adjustments 
To handle different light conditions, you must adjust your exposure as well as your white balance, this is the feature that may help with 

shooting in bright light. For DSLR you should be looking at adjustments to aperture, iso and shutter speed to best achieve a softer 

balance between highlights and shadows. For most landscapes you will often get the most effective photo with soft highlights and 

shadows. For a close-up you have more options.  

Close-up (Macro) Photography 
This is where you can afford to have harsher lighting conditions. By adjusting the settings above you will be able to choose how much 

of the background you want your audience to see. 

 

As you can see from the photos above you can choose to have a background appear totally black, show a bit of detail, or be 

overexposed. This will bring focus to the subject of your photo. 

 

 

 



Targeting an Audience 
If you are planning to share photos with others i.e. for social media, then it is important to get a few fundamental ideas sorted so you 

can convey a strong clear message to your audience. This will be the difference between an individual going to your page and 

immediately identifying your brand compared with them thinking ‘hmm what is this about’.  

Feel free to fill in your answers below so you can visualize your goal and plan of attack. Green = some background and example 

answers for each question. 

• Why are you taking photos/what are you taking photos of? This will be your main theme e.g. gardens, nursery work, growing produce, etc 
 

• Why do you want to share them with your audience? Do you want them to visit your store/garden? Do you just want to create a community of plant 

lovers? 

 

• How do you want to make them feel? Envious of your garden so they visit? Confident about growing their own plants? Excited about exotics? 

 

• What do YOU want to achieve from sharing photos? More people to exchange plants with? Higher sales or garden visits? More weddings/event 

bookings in your garden? 

 

Once you have answered the above questions you can then plan out what content you should be posting to continue to target your 

audience. Take your answers from above and think of as many things that fit into your theme as possible. This is your green list for take 

photos of as many of those things as possible! If it doesn’t fit in your theme, don’t post it! Now, your theme can be as specific or broad 

as you choose. Make it as small as is logical, e.g. If you just have a nursery you want to promote and nothing else, your theme will be 

nursery. However, if you have a garden and a nursery you would like to promote, you will need to widen the theme to horticulture to 

encapsulate both. Another example would be if you wanted to promote events in your garden, this could be a theme. But, if 99% of 

those events are weddings then your theme might be better off centralizing around weddings in your garden. The more concise and 

clear your theme is, the more readable it will be to your audience. This will get you more likes and loyal followers in return. 

 



Conclusion 
Congratulations! All of you birds have gotten the worm 

(or breadcrumb). I hope you’ve picked up a new idea or 

two from this guide to help make taking photos less 

daunting and more enjoyable.  

I hope you now feel more confident with your device and 

how to use it. Maybe you’ve identified a next step if you 

eventually would like to upgrade your camera. You’ve 

learned about some of the basic camera functions to 

adjust light levels and contrast in camera, how to 

compose a photo to effectively catch the eye and how to 

get creative once you master the basics! 

The horticulture social media scene is about to be shaken 

up by some of your gardens and nurseries now that you 

have a plan to implement a theme and attract new 

followers.  

About Renee 
My name is Renee Johnson. I grew up in Pirongia and moved to Mangawhai during my first year of 

high school. I've been living in Auckland for the past 7 years. After completing a Bachelor of Science 

majoring in Psychology at the University of Auckland, I spent a few years figuring out what I wanted 

to do next.  

I've been working for Bark Ltd, based in West Auckland, for the past year and a half. This is my first 

role in horticulture so, I am still very fresh into the world! I am glad to finally have found a career 

that ties in a physical aspect and an outlet for creativity. When I'm not gardening, I'll be out with my 

DSLR, working on an artwork or out hiking and camping with my partner but, most often I'll be 

spoiling our two pet mini lops Spooky and Peanut!  


