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Coastal photography is a unique and rewarding art form where the raw
beauty of nature meets technical mastery. From the rhythmic crash of
waves to the glowing hues of a sunrise reflecting on wet sand, the coast
offers endless inspiration for photographers of all levels.

Yet, coastal photography comes with challenges - wind, water, sand and
ever-changing light can test even experienced photographers. That’s why
I’ve created this guide: to help you overcome these obstacles and unlock the
full potential of your coastal shots.

Whether you’re aiming to freeze the energy of crashing waves or achieve the
silky smoothness of flowing tides, these tips will give you the tools and
confidence to make your next coastal photography session unforgettable.
Grab your gear and let’s dive in - literally and figuratively - into the art of
coastal photography.

INTRODUCTION:
 CAPTURING THE MAGIC OF THE COAST
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1. PRACTICAL GEAR AND ACCESSORIES

Before heading to the coast, equip yourself with the right tools to protect your gear and
elevate your shots:

Filters: Circular polarizing (CPL) and neutral density (ND) filters are essential for
reducing glare and balancing exposure in bright, reflective environments.

Protective Gear: Invest in weather-resistant bags, microfiber cloths and a
blower to remove sand and water droplets from your camera.

Tripod: Choose a sturdy tripod with adjustable legs to handle uneven terrain
and strong winds.
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2. EMBRACE THE ELEMENTS

Coastal environments are unpredictable, but understanding and adapting to these
natural forces is the key to stunning imagery:

Monitor tides and weather forecasts before heading out. Apps like Tide Charts
and MyRadar can help you plan.

Look for dynamic elements—waves crashing against rocks, stormy skies, or
shifting light—that can add drama to your compositions.

Work with, not against, the environment. Use wind to your advantage by
capturing dramatic movements in water or clouds.
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3. TACKLING WIND: STABILITY IS KEY

Wind can create both challenges and opportunities for coastal photographers. Here’s
how to keep your shots sharp:

Use a sturdy tripod and weigh it down with your bag to prevent camera
movement.

Consider shooting from sheltered locations or positioning yourself to block the
wind.

4. MASTERING THE WATER
Water is one of the most captivating elements of coastal photography. Make the most
of it:

Crashing Waves and Mist: Use fast shutter speeds (1/500 or faster) to freeze
the motion of waves, or slower speeds for a silky water effect.

Weatherproof Gear: Protect your camera with a waterproof cover and use a
lens with a weather-sealed body.

Cleaning Salt Residue: After shooting, use a microfiber cloth dampened with
fresh water to clean lenses and gear.

Managing Glare: CPL filters are your best friend for reducing reflections on
water and wet rocks.
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5. WORKING WITH THE SUN

The sun is both a challenge and a gift in coastal photography. Learn how to work with
its light:

Golden Hours:
Sunrise and sunset offer warm, soft light that enhances coastal textures and
colors. Adjust your white balance to emphasize golden tones.

Midday Light:
Midday sun creates harsh shadows and bright highlights. Use these creatively
for dramatic high-contrast images or find ways to diffuse the light.

Direct Sunlight:
Use a CPL filter to enhance skies and reduce glare. For "God Rays," scout
locations with obstructions like trees or rocks to filter sunlight.

Dynamic Range:
Capture the full tonal range of sunrise and sunset with bracketing, then
combine exposures in post-processing for stunning results.
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6. THE CHALLENGES OF WORKING IN SAND

Sand is unavoidable at the coast, but it doesn’t have to ruin your shoot:

Stabilizing Your Tripod: Use a wide base or tripod spikes to prevent your gear
from sinking into soft sand.

Cleaning Your Gear: After shooting, carefully remove sand from joints and
crevices with a small brush or compressed air.

7. SETTINGS FOR WATER MOTION
The movement of water adds an element of magic to coastal images. Use
these settings to create your desired effect:

Freezing Motion:
Shutter speed: 1/500 or higher.
Adjust ISO and aperture as needed for proper exposure.

Smoothing Motion:
ISO: 100 or lower.
Aperture: f/8–f/16 for depth of field.
Shutter speed: 2 seconds or longer for silky effects.
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8. THE ALLURE OF LIGHTHOUSES

Lighthouses are iconic coastal subjects, blending architectural beauty with the
ruggedness of nature. Here’s how to capture them at their best:

Golden Hour: Photograph lighthouses during sunrise or sunset to highlight
their structure against dramatic skies.

Foreground Interest: Incorporate elements like wildflowers, rocks, or waves in
the foreground to add depth and context.

Night Photography: Many lighthouses come alive at night with their glowing
beacons. Use long exposures to capture the beam of light as it sweeps across
the horizon.

Perspective: Experiment with angles. Shoot from below to emphasize their
towering presence, or from a distance to show them as part of the larger
landscape.

Weather: Stormy conditions can add mood and drama to lighthouse shots. Be
sure to protect your gear while shooting in inclement weather.
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9. POST-SHOOT CLEANING

Saltwater, mist and sand can wreak havoc on your gear if not addressed promptly:

Rinse your tripod and accessories with fresh water after every coastal shoot.

Wipe down your camera and lenses with a microfiber cloth dampened with
fresh water.

Store your gear in a weather-resistant bag to prevent corrosion.

10. PRACTICE AND PATIENCE
Coastal photography rewards those willing to wait for the perfect moment:

Observe your surroundings and wait for the right combination of light, waves
and weather.

Experiment with compositions, angles and settings to find your unique
perspective.

Be prepared to revisit the same location multiple times to capture its full beauty.
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TURN YOUR VISION INTO REALITY

Coastal photography isn’t just about capturing what you see; it’s about telling a story
and evoking emotion through your images. By working with the elements instead of
against them and mastering key techniques like managing light, water and movement,
you can elevate your work and create photos that truly stand out.

Remember, the best photographs don’t just happen—they’re the result of preparation,
experimentation and patience. With the tips in this guide, you’re well on your way to
crafting stunning coastal imagery that reflects your unique perspective.

Now it’s time to put these tips into action. Head out to the coast, explore and let your
creativity flow. The shore is calling—will you answer?
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Alan is a professional landscape photographer with
a deep passion for capturing the beauty and
untamed energy of nature, especially ever-changing
coastal environments. Based in the central
mountains of Colorado, Alan frequently travels to
coastal locations, seeking out dramatic landscapes
where land, water and sky converge in breathtaking
harmony.

ABOUT THE PHOTOGRAPHER: 
ALAN STENBACK

Through his lens, he transforms fleeting moments of light, waves and atmosphere into
stunning works of art that inspire adventure and appreciation for the natural world.
With years of experience photographing coastlines, mountains and wild landscapes,
Alan not only creates fine art prints that bring the outdoors into your home but also
shares his expertise through immersive photography workshops.

Whether you’re looking to refine your skills behind the camera or simply experience
breathtaking locations through his perspective, Alan’s work is an invitation to explore,
create and express with nature.

Get updates on upcoming workshops, new fine art releases and expert photography
tips by visiting https://alanstenbackphotography.us to stay connected.

See you out there, where the land meets the sea.
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