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Why do you take photos? Have you even asked 
yourself that question? THE question? Until you 
have an answer, you’ll shoot without a goal. 
You’re blind. And a blind photographer is usually 
not that successful.

This is not a book about composition. It is not 
about gear. And it is certainly not about camera 
technique. This book will tell you the things you 
need to learn to become a really good travel pho-
tographer.

And it’s got nothing to do with the rule of thirds.

FOREWORdS
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Jens Lennartsson, born in Sweden, has 
been working with and teaching travel 
photography for almost ten years. He is 
working with some of the major travel 
magazines in Europe and US. 

In 2013 he launched The Zen Photogra-
pher, a platform for photography inspi-
ration and workshops.
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AuTHOR



YOuR cAMERA

YOuR ROLE AS A TRAVEL 
PHOTOgRAPHER

TRAVELIng ALOnE

gIVIng IT An 
ExTRA THOugHT

ExERcISE #1

LEARnIng FROM YOuRSELF 
And OTHERS

gETTIng OVER 
THE BuMP

ExERcISE #2

SELF cOnFIdEncE

cALM dOWn

LOOkIng FOR 
THE RIgHT THIng

FInAL WORdS

cOnTEnT



thezenphotographer.com

When you take a picture of someone 
in the street you often have a short 
period of time to act. There is a fleet-
ing moment when everything is at its 
best; and then it’s gone. Capturing that 
moment depends on a lot of things all 
working seamlessly and swiftly. Among 
the least important is your camera 
equipment. As long as you are totally 
familiar with your camera, the brand 
and size of it doesn’t matter. In most 
cases it doesn’t even matter how good 
your lenses are or the resolution of the 
camera. Photographs of people don’t 
have to be razer sharp and perfectly 
exposed to communicate something 
powerful, and so one of the first steps 
to becoming a better travel photogra-
pher is to shift focus from the technical 
to being in the  moment.

YOuR 
cAMERA

“As long as you are 
totally familiar with 

your camera, the 
brand and size of it 

doesn’t matter”
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You shouldn’t perceive your-
self as a fly on the wall. That 
is a great technique when 
working as a hard-core doc-
umentary photographer but 
as a travel photographer you 
need to be more involved. 
You are telling a story about 
something that you’ve ex-
perienced. You are not just 
documenting the reality. 

You are a part of the real-
ity and that is OK. It is actu-
ally substantial if you want 
to become one of the great 
photographers in that niche. 
The ability to connect with 
people that you meet on the 
street will not only give you 
better pictures, it will also 
help you gain access to plac-
es and experiences  

YOuR ROLE AS 
A TRAVEL 

PHOTOgRAPHER
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otherwise out of reach. And 
that is what you are there 
to do, find the spots no-one 
else can.
A keen travel photographer 
might think of himself as 
someone out to take great 
pictures. A great travel pho-
tographer is on a mission to 
meet people. And to get to 
know them.

Think of yourself as an ex-
plorer at first, trying make 
sense of the things you en-
counter. You do this by ask-
ing questions and talking 
to people. You’ll gain much 
more success in your pho-
tography this way than if 
you think of yourself as ‘just’ 
a photographer. Everyone 
can learn the correct ways 
to compose a picture or how 
to perfectly expose a sunset; 
just read a book and look 
at a lot of pictures. Photog-
raphy, the art-form, will de-
mand more than the knowl-
edge attained from a book. 
You’ll have to connect to the 
one you portray and capture 
that connection in a frame.

“A great travel 
photographer is on a 
mission to meet 
people. And to get 
to know them.”
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I always travel alone. For me, there is 
no other way but I know this is a pretty 
foreign concept for a lot of people So 
why do it?. You’ll notice the difference 
from having a companion the moment 
you arrive solo to a new place. At first, 
you’ll feel lost and disoriented. Maybe 
even scared. But the longer it goes 
you’ll notice the perks of being the only 
one that decides what to do or where 
to go. No-one else that’ll argue whether 
to eat now or in an hour. No-one else 
rustling you along to the next desti-
nation on your trip. Two good friends 
vagabonding together will probably 
share a lot of fun. At the same time, 
though, they’ll form sort of a bubble 
around themselves, making it very hard 
for others to enter. You will miss out on 
a lot of new friendships when talking to 

TRAVELIng 
ALOnE

“At first, you’ll 
feel lost and 
disoriented. 
Maybe even 
scared.”
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people you already know.
If you are by yourself, on the other 
hand, a whole new world will literally 
open up.

You share experiences, learn from each 
other. In a second the millions of con-
nections and experiences that both of 
you have inside of you will intersect 
and?

The more you manage to empty your 
brain, the more new expressions you’ll 
be able to fit in it. Put everything else 
aside. If you are abroad, you probably 
do not have your phone connected to 
the internet constantly reminding you 
what everyone is trying to tell you on 
Facebook or Twitter or Instagram or 
Pinterest. Good! Leave all problems in 
your hotel room and exit the front door 
with an empty mind, fully set to pro-
cess the images that you’ll see. Take 
those head-phones off, you’ll need to 
smell, hear and taste the destination to, 
not just see it.

Be aware and be present.

“Leave all problems in 
your hotel room and exit 

the front door with 
an empty mind”
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We live in a society of con-
sumerism, which colors every-
thing we do, even our way of 
taking pictures.

Before the entrance of digital 
photography we shot much 
fewer images because every 
time you pressed the shutter 
button, it’d cost you money. 
Now you can take thousands 
of pictures almost without 
spending a cent. And people 
do. You stop to think before 
each you shoot each frame. 
It’ll make you reckless (for 
the same reason I try to stay 

gIVIng IT 
An ExTRA 
THOugHT
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away from establishments 
that’ll let you pay an en-
trance fee at the door and 
then have an open bar. Hu-
mans can’t resist the tempta-
tion to try and get the most 
out of things that seem free. 
And the idea of “let’s see 
who can down the most te-
quila shots in one minute!” 
does not seem as bright the 
morning after). Yes, we CAN 
take a hundred snaps of 
that same thing. But unless 
we make an active choice 
of changing any variable in 
the next picture, we’ll end 
up with a hundred copies of 
that same picture.

It is all about grabbing the 
pervasive and perverted  
idea that quantity is better 
than quality and throwing it 
out the frikking window. Un-
less you start to THINK BE-
FORE EVERY SHOT, you’ll 
stay at the same spot forever 
and never step forward.

The Austrian-born American 
photographer Lisette Model 
once said “Photography is 
the easiest art, which per-

“Humans can’t resist 
the temptation to try 
and get the most out of 
things that seem free.” 
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haps makes it the hardest.” 
It is very easy to snap a pic-
ture. Or a thousand. But to 
become a photographer, not 
just someone with a lot of 
full hard drives, you’re going 
to have to raise a sweat!

We have an opportunity to-
day denied photographers 
of the last century. To see 
instant results and to learn 

from them while still having 
it fresh in mind. Pay attention 
to your own photographs 
and to every picture that 
catches your eye.

You have a couple of mo-
ments during shooting when 
there is time to reflect over 
the outcome of the pictures, 
and I strongly recommend 
that you use that time wisely. 

“We have an opportunity 
today denied photogra-
phers of the last century. 
To see instant results  
and to learn from them 
while still having it fresh 
in mind.”
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The first moment is be-
fore you lift your cam-
era to the eye. In your 
head you are able to go 
through every part of the 
picture. Ask yourself what 
the most suitable back-
ground would be. Or how 
the light is falling on the 
subject. Do the colors har-
monize well? Which way 
do you want your subject 
to face? All this should be 
done before you pick up 
the camera.
The next moment occurs 
when the eye is looking 
through the viewfinder. 
Is the composition good? 

Can you make it better? 
Any weird lines in the 
background popping out 
of people’s heads? Does 
anyone need to tilt their 
head to better catch the 
light?
Before you say good-bye 
and thank you, click “play” 
on you camera and care-
fully look through the images 
you’ve taken. This is your last 
chance to see what you’ve 
missed.

Spend much less time 
snapping the pictures, more 
time thinking about HOW to 
snap them.
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Ask a good friend if you can take one 
picture of him or her. And you are going 
to keep the promise of taking just ONE 
picture of him. Your goal is to capture 
a great portrait of your friend, someone 
you know a lot about. The limitation is 
that you are just allowed to click the 
shutter once and once only. That means 
that before you start, you’ll need an 
idea of where and how to shoot it. You’ll 
need to think about the light and the 
background. You’ll need to get the set-
tings right on the camera.
When looking through the viewfinder, 
don’t settle on the first composition un-
less that truly is the best. Try moving 
your friend around. Move around your-
self. Consider the image in viewfinder 
in 2D; as a photograph. When you are 
ready, click the shutter. Afterwards, re-
view the picture. Could you’ve done an-
ything better?
Repeat with four more friends. 

HARD-CORE VERSION
Do the exact same exercise with a com-
plete stranger on the street.

ExERcISE #1

“When looking 
through the view-
finder, don’t settle 
on the first compo-
sition unless that 
truly is the best.”
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I started out by dissecting 
the photographs of my fa-
vorite photographers to fig-
ure out what I liked so much 
about their pictures. Then I 
tried to use the same tech-
niques in my own work. At 
first, it was pretty much a 
copy. Then, when I looked 
at more photographers’ pic-
tures and used parts that 
I liked in my own shots, it 
gradually became a mix of  
my own. It takes time, of 
course, but it is worth it.

At the end of every day I sit 
down in my hotel room and 
look through what I’ve shot 
that day. I try to decide if I 

succeeded to capture the 
moods I felt and the per-
sonalities I met. Looking at 
composition and colors, the 
light and and lines. I’m think-
ing back about the persons 
I´ve met and portrayed to 
see if the images reflects the 
humans I met. In my hotel 
room my mind is at ease, I 
have nothing to feel stressed 
about and can focus com-
pletely on finding out what I 
could do better next time. I 
make a mental note of every 
flaw I discover and the next 
time I end up in a similar situ-
ation that small brain post-it 
will come to mind.

LEARnIng  
FROM YOuRSELF 

And OTHERS

“I make a mental note of 
every flaw I discover and 

the next time I end up 
in a similar situation that 

small brain post-it will 
come to mind.” 



thezenphotographer.com

The first obstacle almost 
every beginning photogra-
phers run into is approach 
anxiety.

In many western countries 
we learn from a young age 
not to disturb the real or 
imagined “privacy” of stran-
gers. 

You’ll feel the same thing as 
you do the second you are 
about to approach that gi-
normously hot girl hanging 
with her friends in the bar. 
For some reason your brain 
will come up with one excuse 
after the other for why you 
shouldn’t talk to her.

The same thing will happen 

gETTIng OVER 
THE BuMP

when you find a great sub-
ject to photograph. 
At first your brain might 
think “Wow, that guy’s got 
really blue eyes! And they go 
perfectly with the painted 
wall behind him. I want to 
take his portrait”. But then 
you continue to look, from 
a distance, and a feeling of 
insecurity will start to rise 
in your stomach. Is it really 
such a good picture? The 
light isn’t THAT good. And 
the eyes are not THAT blue. 
What is he going to think? 
What if he gets really angry?

Trust me. After taking pic-
tures of thousands and thou-
sands of people, I know that 
you have nothing to worry 
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about approaching a total stranger in 
a crowded street. But even though it’s 
been a long time since I felt what many 
others feel just before approaching, 
I remember the feeling. The stomach 
feels heavy and the brain is sending 
emergency signals to the feet to stop 
all activity and stay put. As if you were 
about to jump off the high-board into 
the deep end of the pool.

There is just ONE way to get rid of this 
obstacle. Do it. Over and over and over 
again until you don’t even think about it 
anymore.

During my workshops I repeatedly 

encounter students with a fear of ap-
proaching random people on the street. 
It’s something that is deeply rooted in 
us; you do not disturb people you do 
not know. This differs A LOT depending 
on what country you’ve currently got 
your feet on. Try to walk in a neighbor-
hood in Old Havana without being ap-
proached by curious inhabitants asking 
where you’re from. Or wait for the bus 
in Albania. Even though hardly anyone 
speaks English, there will be dozens of 
people wanting to know who you are. 
For a lot of people, a lot of nations, it 
is weird NOT to talk to your fellow citi-
zens around you. We have no real rea-
son to feel frightened talking to people 
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we don’t know, humans have been do-
ing it since we learned to speak.

I use some shock-therapy in my work-
shops, for those less comfortable ap-
proaching strangers. While walking the 
streets I’ll tell a student to approach 
someone I’ll point out in the street and 
say a phrase we agree in advance like, 

“Hi, we are doing a photo workshop 
and we have an assignment to photo-
graph people in the streets. May I take 
you picture?” If the student hesitates to 
do it I’ll just say, “Come on, don’t think. 
Just go on”. That is the trick, to not let 
your brain convince you that there is 
something dangerous about doing it. 
Because there isn’t.

“Do not let your 
brain convince you 
that there is some-

thing dangerous 
about doing it. Be-
cause there isn’t.”
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You can do the exact same 
exercise without me. Find a 
friend with the same prob-
lem with anxiety and hit the 
streets. Take turns pointing 
out people to photograph 
and be sure not to give the 
photographer any time to 
hesitate. If you are unsure of 
how to introduce yourself, 
read the next chapter.

A few times you’ll get a no. 
It’s just a “no”, nothing more. 
If you feel you can chal-
lenge it, do so. Humour can 
be a great help at this time. 
But be polite, and don’t be 
a dick. A clear “no” should 
be respected and the per-
son thanked for their time. 

Then move on to the next 
one with undiminished confi-
dence.

After you’ve decided on the 
right background and asked 
the model to face the direc-
tion you prefer, take a few 
shots. Take a look at your 
camera’s preview screen and 
try to find a way to make the 
picture even better. Take an-
other couple of shots before 
saying thanks and good-bye.

At first, this exercise is all 
about approaching and talk-
ing to someone you’ve never 
met. Don’t worry if the pic-
tures don’t look any good, 
that’ll come.

ExERcISE #2
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There are a lot of reasons why some-
one would say no when you ask if you 
could take a portrait of them. Some of 
them have to do with the person you’re 
asking and others have more to do with 
how you ask.

So what can you do to improve the 
odds? Don’t complicate it. There is 
no need to spend time thinking about 
the perfect back-story of why you are 
walking the streets with a camera. Un-
less you are a part photographer/part 
secret government spy the simple truth 
works the best.

“Hi, how are you? I’m a photographer, 
taking some pictures of the people 
in the neighborhood. I really like your 
jacket, do you have a couple of minutes 
to spare to let me take some pictures 
of you?”

There. All you need.

WHAT TO 
SAY?

“There is no need to 
spend time thinking 

about the perfect back-
story of why you are  
walking the streets  

with a camera.”
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You’ll need to convince yourself of two 
things. What you are doing right now 
is what you are supposed to do. And 
where you are right now is where you 
are supposed to be. You. Are. A. Pho-
tographer. Do not believe anything 
less, because the second you do that, 
people will start questioning your inten-
tions. The interesting thing is that “tak-
ing pictures” is a perfectly good answer 
to what you are doing and when act-
ing as you are supposed to do that, not 
trying to hide anything, you won’t even 
have to answer the question.

One of the great masters of the art of 
not-giving-a-shit-about-what-people-
think-about- me-taking-pictures is 
without doubt Martin Parr. This English 
documentary photographer has com-
pleted numerous photography projects, 
all with his satirical and no-nonense 

SELF 
cOnFIdEncE

“One of the great masters of the 
art of not-giving-a-shit-about-
what-people-think-about- me-
taking-pictures is without  
doubt Martin Parr”
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way of showing what he “doesn’t care 
about”. Watching him work is somehow 
a little surreal.
Strolling around, in the middle of cou-
ples eating or families shopping, like 
it’s the only thing he’s ever done. Sud-
denly, for a second, he brings the view-
finder up to his eye and shoots a pic-
ture. Sometimes no-one even notice 
because there is nothing in his body 
language that signals anything out of 
the ordinary. Sometimes they’ll look at 
him for a second before they go back 
to what they were doing, in the same 

way they would look at a waiter refilling 
a glass of water. He acts as he is sup-
posed to do what he’s doing. Nothing 
unusual to see here, just keep on doing 
what you are doing. These are not the 
droids you are looking for…

Parr is an extreme example. Travel pho-
tography is not that 100 percent docu-
mentary. You are allowed to change 
reality a little bit. You need to interact 
with people, at least sometimes, to get 
diversity in your pictures. But the way 
that Parr is thinking- or not thinking - 
should be in every photographer’s arse-
nal.

The ability to persuade yourself that 
you are supposed to do what you are 
doing will convince everyone else too. 
It is always better to be able to make 
the decision yourself if you want to 
give the long explanation.

The brain is amazing in many ways. 
Even if you aren’t very confident as a 
person, the moment you start acting 
as you are something’ll start to change. 
Your brain will notice that you act self-
assuring and that will make it think that 
you actually are. That will make you feel 
bolder which will make you act bolder. 
And the brain will pick up on that and 
continue the transformation. Try it out!

“The ability to persuade 
yourself that you are 

supposed to do what you 
are doing will convince 

everyone else too.”
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cALM
dOWn

When you’ve managed to get over the 
fear of actually approaching people 
for “no good reason”, you’ve come far. 
But still there is one problem left that I 
see in many of my students. The feel-
ing of, “OMG OMG OMG! I’m really tak-
ing up a lot of this person’s time!  Let’s 
just snap the shot and say thank you”! 
At the same time that you are being 
respectful and careful, you need to be 
rude sometimes. To take control of the 
short moment of time that you just got 
permission to borrow from the person 
in front of you.

I’ll continue to snap photos until I’m 
satisfied or until the “model” tells me 
that he/she has to leave. If the latter 
happens before the former, I’ll ask them 
if they could just give me one more 
minute.

Why do you feel stressed? I would say 
it is because of only a handful of rea-
sons. I’ll quickly go through them.

“At the same time that 
you are being respectful 
and careful, you need to 

be rude sometimes.”
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I’M TAkIng uP TOO MucH OF HIS TIME!
When you ask someone if they could 
spare a couple of minutes they will ei-
ther say “yes” or “no”. If it is a no, you 
can’t. But if it is a yes, you have their 
permission to photograph them. When-
ever you feel the urge to “let the fish 
back in the water”, tell yourself to keep 
going for another 30 seconds. If you 
would photograph an actual fish you 
have to hurry quite a bit unless you 
want him to suffocate. When you are 
photographing a human being, there is 
no reason to stress

I’M nOT gETTIng AnY gOOd SHOTS
This is probably because your brain is 
so occupied freaking out that there is 
no room for creativity. To get the great 
pictures, you need to think about what 
you are doing. And to do that, you 
need to calm down. Take a shot. Then 
take a deep breath while you are look-
ing at the picture on the screen. Think 
about what you could do to make the 
picture better. Repeat.
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dAMMIT, THE cAMERA ISn’T 
WORkIng THE WAY I ExPEcTEd
It goes without saying that you need to 
know your equipment before you hurl 
yourself at strangers. The great thing 
about street and travel portraiture is 
that you have time between subjects to 
check everything and anything with the 
camera. So there is no excuse for not 
being prepared with the equipment. If 
despite this preparation things still go 
wrong the key is to first tell the sub-
ject to wait. Don’t start fibbling about 
with menus or changing lenses without 
first getting the subject to understand 
you’re still in control and this small de-
lay is for their best. Perhaps explain 
why you need another lens or another 
setting. Don’t let silence break the spell 
you’ve put on them.

Give your model the respect they de-
serve, show them the picture, talk a 

little. Then take another picture. The 
minute you start interacting with the 
people you are photographing, things 
will start to change. They will be more 
relaxed, more natural. Their smile will 
be genuine and you’ll be able to look 
straight into their eyes.

There’s another downside on not be-
ing able to chill when you are interact-
ing with people. You´ll miss out on the 
opportunity to find out more about the 
place you are visiting, getting tips on 
new exiting places to explore.

In the beginning of 2011 I was walking 
the streets of Pushkar, a holy town in 
India, when I saw a man sitting at a ta-
ble close to a worn concrete wall. His 
turban and his white beard were both 
trying to out-do each other in size. All 

“The minute you start  
interacting with the  

people you are  
photographing, things  

will start to change.” 
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around him small newspaper-sized 
pieces of painted canvas were attached 
to the building. He was incredibly fo-
cused on the piece of art that he was 
currently creating, switching brushes 
almost without taking his eyes from the 
canvas. I started talking with him. He 
introduced himself as Kikasso, self-pro-
claimed Picasso of India. I shot a few 
pictures of him where we stood, but 
the light was bad and the background 
messy. I continued talking for a long 
time and he ended up inviting me to 
his home the day after. We sat down in 
his small bedroom for hours while Ki-
kasso flipped through all the dusty and 
yellow-paged books on the shelves, 
telling me about his influencers in the 
history of art. The environment around 
the small house was beautiful and I got 
loads of great shots. Shots that I’d nev-
er had gotten if I said thank you after 
failing getting them the first day. 

Take care of each opportunity of get-
ting to know someone you meet better. 
That will give you more connections, 
more knowledge and more pictures. 
And that is what travel photography is 
all about, getting close to the people 
you portray.

“Take care of each opportunity 
of getting to know someone you 

meet better. That will give you 
more connections, more  

knowledge and more pictures.“
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I’ve heard more than once during from 
students in one of my workshops; “I 
found a great subject but the light 
wasn’t right, and I didn’t have the time 
to stick around!” To find the person or 
object to photograph first is the most 
common way to tackle the task of tak-
ing pictures.

But it is all backwards!

Interesting subjects are all around us. 
Everywhere and anytime you’ll be able 
to find an interesting face to photo-
graph. I’m writing this chapter from a 
café in Copenhagen and to my right 
there is a young man typing away on 
his laptop, silently mumbling every 
word he is writing. He’s got a very in-
teresting face. Or does he really? If 
I’d try to tell you what physical attrib-

utes that makes it hard to look away, 
I couldn’t. He doesn’t have any cool 
facial hair or such. The eyes are glued 
to the screen so I can’t even meet his 
glance. It is not the face itself that 
catches my interest. From where I sit I 
can see the man’s profile, straight from 
the side. He’s squeezed himself into a 
corner of the café and there is a nar-
row strip of dark brown wall behind 
the man that acts as background. Right 
after the small piece of wall there is a 
huge window that lets in beautiful, soft 
light. The light hits the side of his face 
on the opposite side which leaves the 
front of his face lit and the rest in the 
dark. The bright face together with the 
dark background makes a perfect com-
bination. It is not the face itself that is 
interesting. It is the light.

LOOkIng FOR THE 
RIgHT THIng
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Most people are looking for interest-
ing faces. You should do that. But an 
approach that is even better is to look 
for the light. Learn to take notice of 
how the light is falling and playing on 
different kind of surfaces and faces. 
Start to think about the difference be-
tween harsh sunlight and the soft light 
from a large window. A great picture 
is all about the light. You could have 
the most beautiful person in front of 
you but without equally mind-blowing 
light, you’ll get a flat and forgettable 
picture.

The ability to see light will take time. 
Let it slowly grow in the back of your 
mind until you can’t even talk to your 
friends without being annoyed by 
their badly lit face. I’m like that. More 
often than not I’ll have to resist the 
urge to comment on my friends’ in-
ability to catch the rays of the sun in 
a correct and, for me, aesthetically 
appealing way. I just don’t think it is 
a good thing to mention unless my 
intention was to be cast for the One 
Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest sequel.

Just like when you’re learning to play 
an instrument, over time you’ll learn 
how to use the different nuances and 
the wide range of moods that the 
light will add to a picture. Stop read-

ing this book for a moment and go to 
your favorite page for quality travel 
pictures. Find ten extraordinary im-
ages and count how many of them that 
involves great light. I would guess at 
least nine, or more likely all ten. Great 
photographers live by the light. Their 
days, trips and schedules are planned 
to coincide with when and where the 
best light will occur.

Find the light first. 
Then find your subject.

“If you stop photographing 
things, and start to  
photograph light, you  
will amaze yourself.” 
- Steve Coleman
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Find out what you love to pho-
tograph and do that. As long as 
you are passionated about what 

you do, the rest will come.

Check out the website, 
www.thezenphotographer.com 
for more tips, images and work-

shops!
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