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“GETTING AND USING CREATIVE IDEAS” BY MICHAEL SMYTH 

 
This tutorial explores some methods and application of ideas for creative image making. 
This tutorial accompanies a presentation made to various photographic groups in 2016. 

 
Those people lucky enough to possess a natural gift for creativity often fail to understand how the rest of 
us struggle to find ideas that work for expressive or creative image making.  Asking creatives how they 
come up with ideas is often pointless, most naturally gifted creatives I know just “get” ideas from 
somewhere.   
 
For the rest of us who have to work at getting ideas, this presentation is for you.  This started out as a 10 
point plan, but expanded into 17 points as I started working on them.  Here are my points in no particular 
order: 
 
 
1. ASK YOURSELF THE RIGHT QUESTIONS 
 
To get out of the documentary mindset that most of us occupy most of the time, it is important to not just 
look at the world around you, but to think about how and why you are responding to a particular place, 
location, event or thing.  Why does it attract your attention?   
 
More importantly, ask yourself “What do I respond to here and what do I want to say about it?” 
 
By asking yourself these questions you can start to think about how to represent the feelings and your 
response to it in the images.  If you don’t have a clear response, shoot a variety of options and 
compositions to come back to later. 
 
Sometimes ideas and responses need a little “incubation” time before they fully develop in your mind. 
 
The image below of the wrecked DC3 on Iceland’s South coast was one of many I shot on the day.  This 
one shows what I saw – the skeletal remains of an extinct beast.  The unprocessed RAW file does not give 
much impression of this, so always make sure you work on your image files to find the way to express your 
feelings in the final image.  The original was shot with a fisheye lens and in this case I found that using the 
lens correction tool in Lightroom, the image came to life.  Careful processing in LR and Photoshop 
brought out detail in the sky and aircraft body. 
 

  
Above: Unprocessed RAW file    Above:  Processed image including lens corrections 
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2. BECOME AN EXPERT 
 
In order to exploit the tools and techniques available to you as a photographer, you need to put in the 
effort to learn how to use the equipment and software available to you. 
 
Learn how to use and push the capabilities of your camera.  Know how to handle extreme situations, 
such as low light and high contrast.  Know how to manage the capture process to allow room for editing. 
 
Learn how to process your captured data into image files.  Learn how to create the mood you want 
during processing. 
 
By having control over your equipment you can respond quickly to situations without fumbling around 
trying to find the right settings.  This will allow you to concentrate on the feelings and story in front of you. 
 
Learn how to print your images.  Once you have put all your efforts into processing your files you can’t 
rely on someone else turning that into a print.  “It didn’t get printed the way I wanted” is not an excuse.  
Nobody else knows how your image should look. 
 
Remember a photograph isn’t a photograph until it’s returned to the world as an object – the print.  
Projecting images at group meetings or at home is fraught with problems, not the least of which is the loss 
of quality resulting from the down sampling required for projection.  Either learn how to print yourself and 
purchase your own equipment, or make the effort to find a good printer who can reproduce the images 
the way you want them to be seen. 
 
Knowing your equipment will allow you to get creative with capture options.   
 

 
 
Above:  Three blocks of ice on Jokulsarlon beach, Iceland.  Exposure 1/3 Sec. @ f29 
 
Experience and some experimentation with shutter speeds resulted in the effect I wanted.  Not too much 
motion blur, but enough to give the feeling of movement. 
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3. HAVE A PLAN, BUT BE READY TO ADAPT 
 
When setting out on a photo shoot, a trip or just going out to make some images, you need to have an 
idea of what you are trying to achieve. 
 
If going on a trip, do your research, study the history, culture, geology and geography of the place you 
are visiting.  That way you will have some idea of what to expect and what you may want to experience. 
 
Despite the best plans, you will often find that things are either not as you expected, or you may find 
something more interesting. 
 
By having a plan, you have somewhere to start, being flexible and responsive will allow you to adapt and 
change to new and different circumstances.   
 
Without a plan you have no direction and no idea where to start, so you may miss out on some 
interesting opportunities. 
 
In the image below, this is what we found when we visited the famous Skogarfoss waterfalls in Southern 
Iceland.  In my planning I had seen several images of the falls, none with the hordes of tourists in the 
foreground! 
 

   
 
Above:  hordes of tourists at every location  Above:  by getting closer and using a Neutral Density 
       filter to slow things down, I was able to eliminate  
       most of the people. 
 
 
Being prepared for different eventualities means you have flexibility to change your ideas on the run. 
 
 
4. EXPERIMENT! 
 
Don’t just stick to the old tried and true capture methods, try something different.  Use widely varying 
shutter speeds and apertures, try defocussing the image, try movement and anything else you can think 
of.  Don’t worry about wasting images, sometimes you find something new that works. 
 
Try a new genre that you haven’t worked on before.  Look at the work of others and then try your way of 
capturing the subject or story. 
 
Try multiple ways of capture to find the way that suits your way of expressing your ideas. 
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Above:  Experimenting with portraiture and lighting led to some ideas that resulting in the image at right. 
 
Having gained some experience working with models and lighting, when it comes to doing something a 
bit more creative, the basics are already in place and you can move on to realising your vision.  When 
working with models, it’s also important to know (or at least look like you know) what you are doing, so 
valuable time is not lost while you read the camera manual or fumble around with lighting and 
backgrounds. 
 
Looking for a way to show the vastness of the icebergs in Scoresby Sound in Greenland didn’t work with 
the wide panoramic view below. 
 

 
 
By changing to a long telephoto lens and 
framing the ice with people in the foreground 
the size and volume of the ice is revealed. 
 
Try several options at each location and 
choose the one that works. 
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5. WRITE DOWN YOUR IDEAS 
 
Occasionally, or sometimes more often you will come up with an idea for an image or series (portfolio).  
Write it down.  You may not be ready to work on the idea straight away, but by writing it down you can 
come back to it later. 
 
Just writing an idea down seems to stimulate your mind to start processing thoughts and possibilities.  
Don’t underestimate the power of the written list of ideas. 
 
Sometimes ideas need time to develop or incubate in the background.  Having it on paper means you 
can come back to it at any time. 
 
Often when reading books, looking at magazines or exhibitions, ideas or themes will appeal, these too 
should be put on paper, ready for you to use and adapt.   
 
Often music can be an inspiration for image ideas.  When listening to a favourite piece of music, try to 
create some images in your mind that reflect how you feel about the piece of music. 
 
Prior to Travelling to Iceland I read the book “Burial Rites” by Australian Author Hannah Kent.  The book is 
an historical novel, based on the real events around the last female to be executed in Iceland in 1830.  
The book conjures up strong images of the lifestyle and harsh living conditions endured by the people at 
that time.  Inspired by the book I did some research and managed to locate the small church and 
Graveyard in the hamlet of Tjorn, far out in an isolated area of the Vatnsness Peninsula.  This is where 
Agnes and Fridrik (her co-conspirator) are buried.  Here are two versions of the same image that I hope 
conveys the isolation and desolate feeling of the area. 
 

                             
Above:  Tjorn church graveyard in monochrome  Above:  The same image in dark colour tone 
 
Of the two images I think the monochrome version is the more effective. 
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6. BLEND TOGETHER IDEAS FROM MULTIPLE SOURCES 
 
When taking inspiration from books, exhibitions, music and every day experiences, the important thing is 
to blend them together to suit your own circumstances and style of image making. 
 
Don’t just copy other’s work, use their processes and techniques as inspiration for your own work.   
 
This is what I call “making your own recipe” by taking other’s ideas and techniques and making your own 
version. 
 
Here is a book of images by British photographer Tim Rudman www.timrudman.com   
 

 
 
 
The book is a collection of toned monochrome prints made during several trips to Iceland.  The images 
are all dark and brooding, a feeling I wanted to reproduce in some of my images. 
 
Here is an example of one image that I have applied a similar treatment to in making my own “recipe”. 
 

 
Above:  conventional treatment of a landscape  
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Above:  a dark toned version of the colour image that emphasises the mood and atmosphere with 
added detail treatment.  Note that this is still a colour image. 
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7. TRY SOMETHING DIFFERENT 
 
Don’t just record the world around you, try to take a different approach.  Remember, everything has 
already been photographed, so try to do something different with your subject.  Use your vision and your 
style to tell the story with your eyes. 
 
Try photographing an icon, but try to do it in a way that hasn’t been done before.  Try to make an image 
that nobody else has tried before. 
 
If you are still photographing the same things the same way you did a year ago, or even longer, you may 
be brain dead !  Get out of your comfort zone and embrace a new subject. 
 
 

 
 
Above:  A different image of an icon. 
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Above:  Buddhist temple in Bhutan, in-camera double exposure.  Below: Temple interior with Fisheye lens. 
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8. USE THE TOOLS 
 
Use the basic tools of photography.  Try different viewpoints and framing.  Get high, get low, find an 
unconventional viewpoint. 
 
Use motion effects to convey movement in images.   
Try different depth of field techniques to isolate your subject, or add depth to subjects. 
 
Use extremes of shutter speeds to emphasise or deemphasise motion.  Create motion where there is 
none. 
 
Long exposure times under conventional lighting can be achieved with a Neutral Density filter.  
 

 
Above:  Slow shutter speed and deliberate camera movement can create a  
sense of motion. 

 

 
  Above:  A high viewpoint can show a different view  
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9. DON’T WORRY ABOUT A HIGH FAILURE RATE 
 
Not all ideas work.  If you have worked on something for some time and it isn’t coming together, put it 
aside and go onto something else.  Sometimes leaving a project alone for a while will rekindle your 
thinking, others will die a natural death. 
 
Don’t get hung up on one project just because “It seemed like a good idea at the time”. 
 
Be prepared to move on to the next “Big Thing” 
 

 
 

Above:  Sections of graffiti can be a source of ideas.  This one needs more thought. 
 

 
 
 Above:  Shiny bits of metal could end up as a portfolio, but more work and inspiration is needed 

to fully realise the idea 
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10. GET OUT AND MAKE IMAGES 
 
Sometimes when inspiration is lacking, just getting out with camera in hand can stimulate our “seeing” 
eye to new possibilities. 
 
Try making something out of nothing.  Try to find something in everything you see around you. 
 
Don’t get blasé about the everyday, everyone’s life experiences, jobs, travel and daily activities are 
different.  What you may think is mundane may be very interesting to others. 
 

 
 Above:  Abstract image from a piece of cast glass. 
 

 
 Above:  Helter skelter – slow shutter and motion on a local motorway.  
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11. GET CLOSER, THEN GET EVEN CLOSER 
 
Get in close to your subject, eliminate everything that is not essential to the story.   
 
Try different ways of cropping your images; square, panorama or whatever suits the image content.  
Don’t be restricted to the image shape of your sensor. 
 

 
  Above:  Close up of a garlic bulb. 
 

    
 
Above:  two views of a Native American totem pole.   
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12. CURATE YOUR IMAGES 
 
Try multiple ways to process images, select those that work and discard those that don’t.  Using Virtual 
Copies in Lightroom is a good way to try different options. 
 
Participate in Evaluations and critiques, listen to constructive comments, review and apply suggestions 
that make sense, but make up your own mind about what works. 
 
Be aware that the story or message in your image may be clear to you, but may not be clear to others.  
See if others “get” your story or message. 
 
Review, rework and represent your work at evaluation and critiques until you are satisfied. 
 

             
 
Above:  different process versions of an image. 
 

 
Above:  Polar Bear “on thin ice”  Is the message clear ? 
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13. ENJOY ! 
 
Have fun, above all else do what you enjoy and interests you. 
 
Make sure you make images that please yourself first and foremost. 
 
Spend time with other creative people, not just photographers, look, listen and learn, absorb ideas and 
passion.  Don’t stress the small details, enjoy the journey. 
 

 
Above:  one of my favourite images. 
 

 
Above: Another favourite. 
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14. IT’S NOT A COMPETITION ! 
 
Trophies are for sporting competitions, photography is about personal expression, ideas and 
communication. 
 
Getting stuck in a “competition” mindset is ultimately self-destructive. 
 
Think more about collaboration and constructive critiques, not trying to “win” awards.  Your competitors 
are unlikely to share their knowledge and “secrets” if you are a threat to their success. 
 
The only person you are competing with is yourself.  Challenge yourself to learn and improve. 
 
Be dissatisfied with your work, but only so much as to motivate you to continue to learn and improve. 
 

 
Above:  A favourite image that has personal resonance.  More important than a trophy.  
  



PHOTOTUTOR.com.au 
S h a r e  t h e  K n o w l e d g e  

www.phototutor.com.au 

 
15. VERIFY YOUR IDEAS 
 
Always go back to your original idea or concept and see how effectively you have expressed the idea.  
Ultimately this is the most important way to test your communication skills. 
 
Evaluation or critique nights can help with some worthwhile two way discussion and objective comments. 
 

 
 
 
At every step of the image making process you should be re-evaluating the effectiveness of your image 
making skills. 
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Above:  Does this image effectively convey the story of the “Top Dog” ? 
 

 
 
Above:  Does this image give a sense of the importance of the Buddhist temple in the landscape ? 
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16. KNOW WHEN YOU ARE FINISHED 
 
Once you have worked an idea as far as it can go, stop and go on to something else. 
 
Don’t keep doing the same thing over and over again.  Move on. 
 

 
 

 
 
Above:  Favourite subjects and techniques.   Do them, enjoy and then move on. 
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17. SHARE 
 
Be prepared to share your skills and experiences.  You may have learnt something that others don’t 
know.  Others will know things you don’t.   
 
Without a sharing mentality you will miss out on sharing a common pool of knowledge. 
 
Remember that nobody can photograph things the way you do or duplicate your style.  Sharing ideas 
and techniques opens up many possibilities to pursue. 
 

 
Above: Old farm buildings at Skogar in Iceland.  Application of technique – ask me how 
 

 
Above:  Alternative version using a monochrome filter technique.  Ask me how. 
 
© Michael Smyth 2016 


