
 

MODULE 10: LANDSCAPE PHOTOGRAPHY IN THE 

SOSSUSVLEI AREA 

Adding Creativity To Your Photos 

 

Here’s What You’ll Learn In This Module 

 The creative use of light in the desert  

 Arranging the visual content of your landscape images creatively 

 Using creative photographic techniques in the desert  

 

Let’s start with the  

1. The creative use of light 

The light in the Namib Desert during your photo times in the early 

morning and late afternoons is just amazing. The quality of the light at 

these times just enhances the natural orange color of the dune sand and 

makes it glow. At the same time you’ll have great shadows defining the 

form of the dunes, which you want to use and play with photographically. 

 

Again consider the direction of the light. When you use front light the 

sun behind you uniformly lights the dune landscape which makes for 

good colors but it may appear flat if there are only a few small shadows. 

With side light there will be dark shadows next to the sun-lit dunes, 
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which enhances the 3D forms and adds some great contrast in color and 

brightness. It also adds more texture and detail, which enhances the 

clarity of your image. Photographing with back light, meaning straight 

into the light has the effect that you normally get less detail or color, 

which you mostly don’t want to lose in this beautiful desert. But there are 

situations you’d want to shoot in back-light for creative effects, and there 

are many fantastic possibilities.  

In Etosha we photographed animals waiting at the waterholes with back- 

light as silhouettes. In the Sossusvlei area you usually don’t get many 

animals standing around patiently for you to take arty shots. But you’ve 

got plenty of beautiful desert trees, such as Acacia erioloba, the 

Camelthorn trees, which are ideal for impressive silhouettes. This even 

works well, when the sun’s already higher up in the sky. When you 

compose in a way that hides the sun behind the tree, you can create 

very artistic images. Always check how your camera handles the 

contrast, and if necessary correct by giving more or less light manually.    

 

You also often get very atmospheric light in dusty conditions in the 

Sossusvlei area. The desert is dry for most of the year, you just need 

something to kick up the dust. Rarely is it done by animals, like in 

Etosha, as there are hardly high animal concentrations in the area, but 

rather by cars driving on the gravel roads. Also inland wind may stir up 

huge dust storms and strong wind over the dune crests can create 

interesting sand plumes. Often the dust still lingers at sunrise and 

sunset, which are ideal conditions for very moody scenes. 

 



Now for atmospheric light with rain clouds, storms & fog. At the 

beginning of the year, during Namibia’s rainy season, clouds from the 

inland may be pushed as far west as the Namib desert. You may see 

rainy season storm clouds or even actual rain storms here, which create 

constant variations in light and color. Often the diffused light brings out 

subtle tones in color which are very different to the colors you get in 

bright sunlight. Sometimes you get amazing cloud shadows on the 

desert landscape, which form very intriguing patterns. In the month of 

June and July you can have a very different scenario, where fog from 

the coast is pushed from the west into the dune landscape and creates 

soft diffused lighting that transforms the scenery into a mysterious dune 

landscape. 

 

2. Arrange the visual content creatively 

One of the reasons why dunes are so photogenic is their distinct 

shapes. For many of us their curvy shapes create a sense of balance 

and beauty and it’s a real joy to try to capture them in images. Also 

repeated dune shapes often form an attractive pattern on a large scale 

that’s very appealing. Besides the dune shapes you’ll also get the very 

unique shapes of the dry skeletons of desert trees, mostly Camelthorn 

trees, which occur in many bizarre shapes at Dead Vlei. Trees are also 

an interesting photo theme in the desert, when they are alive with 

greenery and pots, such as this Camelthorn tree amidst the dunes.  

 

You also find all sort of great patterns in the dune landscape, such as 

ripples on the sand, cracked, dry mud where water once flowed or the 

tiny tracks of small animals in the sand, such as of beetles, lizards, and 



birds. You can use a long lens for close-ups from a distance or use a 

macro to show the fine patterns from up close.  

 

You can show the depth & distance in the desert by photographing 

overlapping parallel dunes fading out in the distance. For this use a long 

telephoto lens and experiment with different apertures. Or you can place 

a tree in the foreground and use a wide angle lens, so that the 

background appears much smaller. When you’ve got side light with 

shadows and texture in the landscape, use a small aperture for a 

detailed image from the front to the back. The shadows will add a sense 

of greater depth. 

 

Focusing on lines in your composition is a great way for very 

expressive landscape images too. Lines lead the eye through the 

images and create specific moods, we’ve talked about it in Module 4 in 

more detail. Dune crests offer all kinds of lines, especially vertical, 

diagonal and curves and it’s often best to use a telephoto lens to put the 

emphasis just on these lines. Roads leading through the desert 

landscapes also bring great lines into your images. They can be straight 

such as here the dirt road between Sesriem Camp and the Elim dune or 

winding. Always try to choose the best viewpoint for the strongest line. 

The horizontal line that forms where the gravel plains meet the dunes, is 

also a powerful picture element as it enhances the contrast between the 

flat plains and the shapely dunes. 

 

 

 



Now we want to talk about 

3. Creative photographic techniques 

 you can apply in the desert, such as your angle of view & perspective. 

As we’ve already mentioned in Module 4, your angle of view, how much 

of the scene is visible in the viewfinder and in your image, is determined 

by the focal length of your lens and your camera sensor type. We 

recommend that you use both wide-angle and telephoto lenses in the 

dunes, as they both lead to such different, but equally beautiful images. 

In addition you can change your position by moving closer or further 

away, or by moving left or right or up or down. Always keep this in mind 

and do not just accept the first position as the best and only choice.  

 

In a vast landscape such as the Namib Desert, you can show it’s 

grandness with a perspective from above. You can easily do this by 

climbing a dune, but consider that this will take some time, as it’s quite 

tough walking in the sand. Or, which is less strenuous for you, but more 

costly, you can book an airplane or helicopter flight in Swakopmund, 

Walvis Bay, Windhoek or at Sossusvlei Lodge and take aerial shots from 

up there. A tip, if you want to do this: it’s best to have the door taken off 

and have the plane for yourself without other casual passengers. Just 

ask when you book. 

Another interesting perspective is the one from below, which leads the 

eye into the image. You can achieve this perspective by lying flat on 

your belly or positioning yourself lower than the main foreground object 

you want to photograph. However, you need a strong foreground object, 

such as here the dried clay or sand ripples. 

 



Creative framing is, as we know by now, yet another very effective 

technique to make your images more impressive. Firstly choose the 

format that best suits your subject and photograph in either a vertical 

format, or a horizontal format, or even both. Framing can also isolate 

your main subject. For this, deliberately compose very minimalistic, 

meaning that you cut out unnecessary elements from your image and 

focus on a few things only. Also using trees or parts of the landscape to 

frame your image is a great way to lead the eye nicely into the 

landscape. Framing can also be used to show size. When you frame in a 

way that shows far away trees or wildlife, such as the gemsbok here, in 

front of the mighty dune landscape, you emphasize the enormous size of 

the dunes.  

 

There are other creative techniques you could try in this desert 

landscape such as capturing star trails, with a carefully chosen 

foreground, as the conditions with amazingly clear skies here are just 

ideal for it. You could also try long exposures, also at low light, to 

emphasize and blur movement in a scene, for example sand blowing 

over a dune crest or clouds moving through the sky. Time-lapse 

photography is another creative way to show changes over time. You 

create a video from photos taken at regular intervals over minutes to 

hours, for example of the sun rising over a distant mountain, or of fast 

moving clouds sweeping over the dunes, or of shadows of the trees at 

Deadvlei that move as the sun rises over the dunes. The possibilities are 

endless and you can really go wild there. 

 



This has been the last module of our course, Module 10: Landscape 

Photography In The Sossusvlei Area - Adding Creativity To Your Photos. 

 

Now we would like you to take a final action: 

 Make a list of which of the creative compositions and photo 

techniques we showed you inspire you’re the most, so that you 

want to try them yourself on your visit to the Sossusvlei area. 

 

So now that you’re at the end of our course we would like to have a few 

final words.  

Firstly, congratulations to you for finishing this huge course ‘Take Better 

Photos In Namibia’. We know it has been a lot, but we trust that it’s 

giving you great insider information, tips and inspiration for your 

upcoming photographic trip to Namibia. Thank you so much for trusting 

in us to guide and inspire you through this photo journey and training, it 

means a lot to us. Please write to us. We’d love to hear your final feed-

back, your comments and questions, just mail us. 

And here comes our final advice to you: DO GO PHOTO-WILD in 

Namibia’s wilderness, really don’t hold back. And don’t be afraid to try 

out even you craziest photo ideas and settings for your dream images, 

this is the way amazing photographs are being born. 

And lastly: Let the magnificence of this wonderful wilderness fill your 

heart and inspire you. Enjoy and experience it to the fullest and capture 

its beauty in your stunning images. 

 



We wish you the best time on your photo trip to Namibia and a great 

portfolio of truly stunning images. Thank you and good-bye until next 

time.  

 

With our best wilderness wishes, 

 

Claudia & Wynand du Plessis 


