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If you enjoy this guide, you may be interested in receiving my 

NY Photo Digest, sent monthly with informational photography 

articles and tips, new work, and historical essays on both New 

York and famous photographers: 

https://www.jamesmaherphotography.com/join_mailing_list/ 

I also offer daily private New York photography tours and 

weekend / weeklong group street photography workshops: 

https://www.jamesmaherphotography.com/workshops/ 

https://www.jamesmaherphotography.com/join_mailing_list/
https://www.jamesmaherphotography.com/workshops/
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To access a Google map with all of the locations mentioned in 

this book, please use this link, and feel free to share it with 

others. 

http://bit.ly/2d1bfIy 
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Part 1 

Preparing For Your Trip 

 



  

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

New York is a photographer’s city. No matter what your 

interests, there is something here for you to capture, whether it 

is the sprawling cityscapes, the old sublime architecture, the 

futuristic steel and glass towers, the natural beauty of Central 

Park, or the people and fashions on the street. 

Millions of tourists flock to New York each year to capture the 

grand city - 59.7 million in 2015 to be exact. Because of this, it 

can somehow seem incredibly hard to capture a unique 

photograph of the city, that is until you turn the corner one day 

and come across that spectacular moment; then it can seem 

incredibly easy. 

I grew up in New York and have seen it change significantly. I 

have built up a large archive over the years, exploring in the 



rain, the snow, in the brutal heat of summer, and at the late hours 

of the night. I used to always love to wander the city, and as I 

got older, the camera became a reason to do it. If I just 

wandered out of the apartment one night at 11pm to explore, 

my wife would think I was going crazy. With a camera, walking 

around at 11pm seems more normal to her and others. I may still 

be crazy, but at least other people seem to understand it a little 

better when you have a camera around your neck. 

Photography has brought me up to a $20 million dollar 

penthouse apartment on Park Avenue and down to the 

abandoned FDR train under Grant Central Terminal. It has acted 

as a key to meet all types of people and achieve all types of 

unique experiences around New York that I otherwise might not 

have bothered with. It fed my love for the history of New York 

and led me to become a certified New York tour guide. For the 

last six years, I have lead photography workshops around New 

York, where I mix an education of both photography and the 

history of the city. I feel that both go hand in hand, because you 

can take a better photograph of New York if you understand 

both its history and its current happenings. The next time you 

come to New York, please look me up and I would love to show 

you around. 

This book will explore all of my favorite places to photograph 

in the city and give you advice about how to photograph here. 

This is most of what I know. I did not aim to cover every single 

potential photographic opportunity in New York. I wanted this 

book to be focused on what I know best, and I wanted it to be 

able to be read and understood in its entirety on a plane ride. 

While I’m sure there are many spectacular locations for 

photography that I have not yet found and never will find, as the 

city is immense, this is an exhaustive list based on a decade and 

a half of researching and exploring. 

All this being said, save some time to wander and get lost. Veer 

away from the map occasionally. Sometimes this is when the 



best photographs appear. I hope you have a wonderful time 

photographing here, and I hope this book makes you even 

more excited to photograph New York. 



  

Chapter 2 

Planning and Equipment 

 

Each season in New York is unique. In springtime, the city 

comes alive, people put on their most colorful outfits, and the 

weather is gorgeous, if not occasionally rainy. In summer, the 

city heats up like a furnace, the sun bakes down on the streets, 

and the New Yorkers with the means to do so flock to cooler 

areas (don’t let this deter you, it is still a great season for 

photography). In the fall, the weather becomes perfect again, 

the trees start changing, and everyone returns to the normal 

grind, but still with enough energy to be out and about. In early 

winter, the Christmas lights spread out all over the city, the 

weather is brisk but nice, the occasional snowstorm turns the 

city into a magical place, hotel prices rise significantly, New 

Yorkers all switch to their black outfits, and you cannot go 

anywhere in midtown quickly due to the crowds. In January and 



February, the crowds disappear and the city goes quiet due to 

the brutal cold, but the snowstorms are legendary. 

Plan to walk everywhere, but make sure to pace yourself. I 

know many people who have abused their legs in the first two 

days and hurt for the rest of the trip. Even going up and down 

the subway stairs many times a day can add some strain over 

the course of the week, particularly with a camera and camera 

bag weighing you down. You should walk as much as you can 

handle because that’s the way we like it here, but make sure to 

break it up. Spread out the big walking days as much as 

possible. 

Taxis are easy to flag down wherever you go in New York, but I 

highly suggest downloading a taxi app like Uber or Lyft for your 

trip, should you be stuck in an area without taxis or at a time 

where they all seem full. After a long day of walking, this option 

could be a lifesaver. It is also good to download a New York 

transit app on your phone. There are many, but I recommend 

Citymapper and New York Subway. While it depends on where 

you are going, the subways are usually the fastest way to get 

around the city, so plan on using them. 

 



Because of the amount of walking, I highly suggest traveling 

light with your equipment when coming to the city. It can be 

tempting to bring along a fisheye lens, a wide zoom, a general 

zoom, a 70-200mm telephoto lens, multiple filters, and every 

other gadget under the sun, particularly if this is a once in a 

lifetime trip. However, this can also ruin your trip. 

Photographing will quickly get old as the equipment will weigh 

you down, slow you down, hurt your back, and make 

photography a lot less fun. Pick your favorite two lenses and go 

with that, if not just your favorite one. A general zoom, such as a 

24-70mm or a 24-105mm will cover pretty much everything you 

need, and the few shots you will miss from not bringing your 

other lenses will be made up by the fact that you will be able to 

walk many more miles. Most of the time, I walk around with a 

35mm prime or a 50mm prime and that is it, although I love my 

24-70mm. 

A tripod will be helpful at night in New York, particularly in 

darker places like Central Park, but keep in mind that they are 

not allowed in Times Square or in Grand Central Terminal. You 

can bring a small beanbag or mini tripod with you, which will 

work in most places. If your camera can perform well at ISO 

1600 or 3200, then you can shoot handheld in many areas of New 

York at night. We will talk more about this later, but you just 

need to seek out the light sources, whether it be a lamppost, a 

store window, or a neon sign. 

The city looks the most beautiful in the elements, so if you arrive 

during a rainy week, that may not be a bad thing. I make a point 

to go out in big snowstorms and in the rain. It is a magical time 

to see the city when not many other people are adventuring 

outdoors. 

When shooting in the elements, always be safe. Bad weather 

can be dangerous, both to you and to your equipment, so use 

your judgment. I have tried many camera weather enclosures, 

but I have found nothing that works better than the small 



pharmacy plastic bags. I will pack my bag with a couple hand 

towels, four or five plastic bags, gaffers tape, my lens hood, and 

an umbrella. I will remove the lens hood, poke a hole in the 

plastic bag, stick my lens through it, use some gaffers tape to 

keep it on tight, and then attach my lens hood over it. I will still 

use an umbrella when shooting this way. This is not a perfect 

solution to keep the water away, so you still have to be very 

careful to keep your camera from getting wet. In addition, try 

not to point your lens up to the sky too often as that is when the 

rain will hit it and you will have to wipe it off. If I have to take a 

shot pointing up, I will get everything ready first and then raise 

my camera to take the shot as quickly as possible. 

If you are looking  for new equipment, B&H  Photo Video on 9th 

Avenue between 33rd and 34th  Streets  is the place to shop. 

The block-long  store is world-famous and holds every type of 

toy you could possibly dream of. There is even a conveyor belt 

system that whisks camera  equipment above your head and 

all over the store. The  people  who  work there are extremely  



knowledgeable and will treat you right; they are not just 

trying to make a sale - if they do not think you should buy 

something, they will tell you. And if you are looking to purchase 

your equipment before you head to New York, ordering from 

www.bhphotovideo.com is the way to go.

You cannot go wrong with many camera companies, including 

Canon, Olympus, Nikon, and Sony; however, I highly suggest 

you consider Fuji cameras. In my opinion, Fuji is the camera 

company of the future. Particularly for travel and street 

photography, large SLRs can be cumbersome. This is where 

mirrorless cameras come in, and do not let the APS-C sized 

sensors deter you. The image quality is basically as good as 

full-frame sensors (the difference is negligible for most uses). 

Fuji cameras are sturdy, well-built, and the image and color 

quality are top class. But most importantly, they are the most 

ergonomic cameras out there. They are the perfect size, 

beautiful, and are extremely fun to use. In contrast, while Sony 

makes incredible camera bodies, they cost much more, and 

their lenses are usually very large, which leads their mirrorless 

cameras to often have the heft of an SLR.

My two favorite cameras are the revolutionary Fuji X-T and 
X100 lines. The X-T line allows you to use interchangeable 
lenses, while the X100 line has a built in 35mm equivalent lens 
(although there are 50mm and 28mm equivalent attachments). 
Purchase a tiny travel camera bag such as the ONA Bowery 
bag and you will be good to go!

You can see all of my recommended camera and equipment 
on my B&H Gear Essentials page.



  

Chapter 3 

General Tips and Safety 

 

New York is as safe as it has been in a very long time. When 

people think about the dangerous New York of old, they think 

about the ‘70s and ‘80s, but the city has come a long way since 

then. Any place that an out-of-towner would think of going will 

most likely be very safe. 

That being said, New York is a city, and you need to be smart 

about how you carry yourself, particularly if you have a lot of 

equipment and look like a tourist. I carry a camera nearly every 

day, and I have never had an incident nor have I ever been pick-

pocketed. This is something that I do not feel like I have to worry 

about, but I also keep my stuff with me at all times. If I have 

expensive equipment in a bag when I sit down to lunch, I make 

sure that the bag is in front of me and under the table, and I will 

sometimes stick my leg through the strap. I never leave my 

equipment unattended. I know New York can be an 



overwhelming place and traveling here can be tiring, but try to 

keep your awareness. 

I photograph frequently at night by myself, but if you decide to 

do this and you don’t know the city well, you need to be smart 

about it. It is always a good thing to bring a friend and stay to 

areas that you know. Manhattan, in general, will be safe to 

photograph at night. Even Central Park is safe at night, but if 

you go very late, you will be in a park without many other 

people around. If you know your way around that can be fine, 

but I would suggest sticking to sunset and the hour or two 

afterward when there are still a lot of people around, as 

opposed to 11pm or midnight. That goes for the rest of the city 

as well. 

But by far the most dangerous aspect of photographing in the 

city is due to cars and bikes. When people travel, they are often 

fatigued, jetlagged, over-stimulated, and excited. Throw a 

camera into the mix and this can be a dangerous situation. Be 

extra careful about crossing the streets, backing up suddenly 

into a person or a biker, swinging into someone, or falling off 

the curb. Always know where the cars and bikes are coming 

from. When photographers look through the viewfinder and 

begin to walk around to find the right perspective, they often 

have no awareness of where they are walking. So make sure to 

keep your wits about you. 



  

Chapter 4 

Night Photography Tips 

 

New York is spectacular at night. Scenes that might look normal 

by day come alive at night. The city sparkles, particularly if it is 

rainy out. I highly suggest you set aside a night to explore. Look 

up the sunset time on Google and start photographing 45 

minutes before it. The next two hours after the sun sets will be 

beautiful as the sky turns from red to purple to blue to black and 

as the glow of the building lights get stronger. 

A tripod and shutter release are recommended for night 

photography, particularly if you are doing urban landscapes, 

but I also love to shoot handheld at night, so I would consider 

doing one night with a tripod and one night walking around 

handheld with your camera at a high ISO. There are so many 

lights and bright window displays around the city that you just 

need to seek out the light sources. Find lampposts or window 



signs and get close to them. Wait until interesting people walk 

by and use those light sources to illuminate your subjects. This 

method of photography can create some very moody images, 

and the colors come alive based on the color temperature of the 

lights. 

Some of my favorite locations to photograph at night are 

midtown (particularly the 42nd Street stretch), the Manhattan 

and Brooklyn bridges and the Brooklyn waterfront, Central 

Park, Top of the Rock, Chinatown, SoHo, and Washington 

Square Park. 

 



  

Chapter 5 

Street Photography Tips 

 

New York is an unparalleled place to learn and practice street 

photography. If you do not know what street photography is, 

there are many definitions, but it is basically candid 

photography of people in public. I know some of you might 

think that is a little creepy, and it might be, but it is an important 

art form. Think about the old photographs of New York that you 

love. How many of them showed people? Most likely it is a lot of 

them. 

This type of photography captures the culture and street life of 

the city and preserves it. One day it will be historic. Many of the 

buildings will stay the same, but photographs with people and 

culture in them will age in such an interesting way. 

While some think that it is the skyline and architecture that 

makes New York what it is, that is not true. The people of New 



York are even more interesting than the buildings. On the 

streets, no matter where you are, you can see a melting pot of 

all types of people going on their daily grind. From hot dog 

vendors, to recent immigrants, to flâneurs, to Wall Street 

brokers, to some of the richest people in the world, you can 

come across anyone standing on a street corner. 

In some places around the world, such as France and Germany, 

street photography is not legal without permission. In more 

places than not, however, it is legal, but always check the local 

laws when traveling. Street photography in New York is legal 

and you can use the photographs for artistic purposes. You can 

sell prints of them or use them to illustrate the city, but you 

cannot use them for any advertising or commercial purposes 

without a model release. 

In addition, New York is one of the easiest places in the world 

to learn street photography. There is so much hustle and bustle 

that everyone gets lost in the crowd. There are photographers 

and tourists everywhere, taking photographs of everything. 

You will be much more invisible out there than you might think, 

so be confident. 

 



Pick busy street corners to hang out on and people watch. No 

matter if you are walking around or waiting in place, the same 

amount of extraordinary people and moments will pass you by. 

However, if you are standing in place and waiting for them to 

appear, it will be easier to notice and catch them. If you are 

nervous about trying street photography, it is even more 

important to pick your spot in a busy intersection. When you 

stand on a street corner with your camera ready, your subjects 

are entering your personal space, instead of you entering their 

space, so it makes the transaction much easier. Most people will 

walk by you without giving a thought. 

I try whenever possible to not let people know that I have taken 

their photograph. This is because I want to keep things candid 

and not have everyone stop me to talk. My biggest tip for not 

being noticed is to watch out for your camera snap. A camera 

snap is the moment that you take the camera away from your 

eye after you take a photo. This is the action that tips people off 

that you have taken their photograph, and it is something that 

nearly everyone does. If you stop doing this and keep the 

camera up to your eye after you have taken a photograph, 

people will just think that they got in your way and will keep 

walking through your scene. Similarly, for areas that are not as 

busy, I will often aim the camera above a person or to the side 

of them as if I am taking a photograph of a building. Then, at the 

last second, I will make it look like I am putting my camera 

down, where I will take a quick photo of them before moving 

on. 

If someone does notice you, be honest. Smile and shake their 

hand. Tell them that you are doing a project on the people and 

culture of New York, and you thought they looked fabulous. 

Flattery works great. Offer to send them the photograph. 

Apologize if they continue to seem annoyed, offer to delete it, 

and tell them that you did not mean to make them 

uncomfortable. If you are in a public place, it is legal, but it is 

best not to bring this up unless completely necessary. That will 



just make the subject angry. Also, keep in mind that public 

places do not include businesses or on private property, 

although many street photographers do photograph in these 

situations. 

For your camera, the most important setting to pay attention to 

is your shutter speed. Your shutter speed should be at least 

1/250th of a second to freeze the motion in people. If it is dark 

out, you can go slower, to 1/160th or 1/125th, and in harsh 

sunlight, you can go higher than 1/250th. 

It is also a good idea to raise your ISO. How much depends on 

your camera. With my professional level camera, I usually shoot 

at ISO 200-400 in sunlight, ISO 800 in light shade, ISO 1600 in 

dark shade or at dusk, and ISO 3200 or 6400 at night. The reason 

for this is that the higher ISOs allow you to use a faster shutter 

speed to freeze motion in people and also a smaller aperture (a 

larger numbered aperture, such as F8, F11, or F16) so that more 

of the scene is sharp and so that you do not screw up the focus 

on the main subject. At night, no matter what you do, you will 

usually be stuck using a very large aperture, such as F2.8 or F4. 

Many famous street photographers have had their favorite 

corners. Bill Cunningham of the New York Times Style Section 

fame and Garry Winogrand, one of the most famous street 

photographers of all time, spent much of their lives 

photographing on 5th Avenue. The avenue is wide and lets in a 

lot of light, and it is one of the busiest stretches of the city. The 

city even renamed the corner of 57th and 5th after Bill 

Cunningham, after he passed away in 2016. 

My favorite areas for street photography are 5th Avenue in the 

50s and 40s, SoHo and particularly the corner of Prince and 

Broadway, the East Village, the Lower East Side, Chinatown, 

Coney Island, anywhere in Midtown, Bushwick, Williamsburg, 

and of course the subway system. 



 



  

Part 2 

Best Photography Locations 

 



  

Chapter 6 

Central Park 

 

No trip to New York is complete without a trip to the most 

famous park in the world. Central Park was designed by 

landscape architect and writer Frederick Law Olmsted and by 

English architect Calvert Vaux, or as they are commonly called 

Olmsted and Vaux. Opened to the public in 1858, the park has 

functioned as both a respite from the daily grind for New 

Yorkers, and as a tourist destination for tens of millions from 

around the world. 

Unless it is overcast, for the best light (and fewer people) the 

best times to visit the park are in the early morning and an hour 

before sunset and into dusk. It is great to visit the park during a 

light rain when the ground shimmers and the colors pop. If you 

visit on a weekend, there will be many more people out and 

about, particularly in the warmer months. 



Central Park is wonderful in all seasons. In winter, the leaves 

fall off the trees and you can see through them to the lights of 

the buildings surrounding the park. If you are lucky to visit in 

the middle of a snowstorm, the park turns into a Disney-like 

fairytale. In spring, the trees sprout, the park smells amazing, 

and people flock from all over in celebration. In summer, the 

trees provide shade and the surrounding buildings disappear, 

making you feel like you are lost in the woods. Thousands of 

people sunbathe and play Frisbee in Sheep Meadow. And you 

know what happens in fall. The trees turn all types of gorgeous 

colors, and every inch of the park is photogenic. 

 

“[Central Park] is the most important work of American art of the 

19th century,” Sara Cedar Miller said. Everywhere you look, it 

feels like you are staring at a painting, and it is shocking to 

realize that you actually are. Central Park is a real life painting 

with every vista planned and created. The original map of what 

was called the Greensward Plan is located in the Central Park 

Arsenal, and it is 3-feet by 8-feet and made in pen and ink. 

My suggested photography walk through the park will take you 

a couple hours, depending on your pace. You can go at any 



time, but I suggest starting an hour before sunset and bringing 

a tripod for when it gets darker. Bring a map of the park, and 

GPS on your phone will be very helpful. Enter at the entrance to 

the park on the corner of 67th Street and 5th Avenue. As you 

walk in, the Treehouse will appear on your right, which is built 

on a huge piece of Manhattan Schist, the hard bedrock that 

makes it much easier to construct tall skyscrapers. Walk onto 

the rocks to the side of the structure, and be careful of your step. 

You will have a grand view of the park and Central Park south. 

The tall skinny building in the middle is named One57, whose 

penthouse sold for over $100 million to an unnamed person or 

company. 

Head down from the Treehouse the way you came, and walk 

west to the Mall, the southern end of which is called Literary 

Walk. Surrounded by rows of American Elm trees, which form 

a canopy, this is the most important horticultural feature in the 

park. It is also one of the last remaining stretches of American 

Elm trees in North America. 

 



Walk north through the Mall until you reach Bethesda Terrace. 

Do not go down the middle steps; instead, enter from the top on 

either side to see it from above. This is the heart of Central Park, 

where everything leads. Go under the terrace and photograph 

the arch, then photograph Bethesda Fountain, which depicts a 

winged angel with four four-foot cherubs representing 

temperance, purity, health, and peace. Go to the water and see 

the Loeb Boathouse in the distance, then walk on the path to 

your right. Halfway along the path and to your left you will see 

a gorgeous view of the Lake. If you are visiting during the 

warmer months and during the day, you can walk the rest of this 

path to the Boathouse to rent a rowboat for an hour to explore 

the Lake. This is my favorite thing to do in all of New York. 

 

Otherwise, walk back the way you came to Bethesda Terrace 

and take the path on the opposite side that goes to the 

northwest. This will lead you to the cast-iron Bow Bridge, the 

most famous structure in the Park. Hop over the fence on the left 

to photograph it, then cross the bridge and take the path to your 

right to capture the bridge from the other side. 



From here, walk back south the way you came, through 

Bethesda Terrace and to the Mall. When you come to the Mall 

head to your right towards Sheep Meadow. During the day, you 

can walk into the middle of Sheep Meadow to get a grand view 

of the buildings on Central Park south. It looks almost as if the 

city was cut like a slice of cake. If it is evening and Sheep 

Meadow is closed, walk halfway along the northern end of the 

fence until you can see the lights peering at you from above 

42nd Street. This view is very special at dusk and night, and it is 

one of my favorite photographs of the city. A tripod that reaches 

fairly high is necessary as the fence is tall. From here, walk back 

the way you came to the Mall, and then walk south on your way 

out of the park. On your way out, you will pass Gapstow Bridge 

and the Pond, and occasionally at night you will see groups of 

people playing Pokémon Go. 

 



  

Chapter 7 

Midtown and 42nd Street 

 

Wandering past the old buildings and new architecture of 

Midtown is a great way to explore New York, and there is not a 

more crowded place anywhere in the city. My favorite walk is 

east to west on 42nd Street, starting at the Chrysler Building 

(make sure to walk into the lobby), to Grand Central Terminal, 

to the New York Public Library, to Bryant Park, with views of the 

American Standard Radiator Building and the Empire State 

Building, and then ending in Times Square. This is a wonderful 

walk to do after sunset and into the evening. 



 

If you visit during the day, take some time to see the New York 

Public Library. The library will usually have an exhibit of some 

sort and old photographs of the city shown throughout the 

second floor. The interior of the structure is awe-inspiring. Do 

not forget to walk into the historic Rose Main Reading Room and 

the Bill Blass Public Catalog Room, which house stunning 

ceiling frescoes. 

 





























  

Part 3 

Secret and Off-the-Beaten-Path 

Locations 

 



  

Chapter 21 

Old City Hall Subway Station 

 

The once grand City Hall subway station now sleeps quietly 

under City Hall Park. Originally opened in 1904, this ornate 

station was the showpiece of the brand new New York City 

subway system, with arches and vaulted ceilings, elegant 

Guastavino and colored glass tiling, skylights, and brass 

chandeliers. The opening was a huge and novel event: 

“The night took on a carnival atmosphere, like New Year’s Eve. 

Many couples celebrated in style by putting on their best clothes, 

going out to dinner, and then taking their first subway ride 

together. Some people spent the entire evening on the trains, 

going back and forth from 145th street to City Hall for hours. 

Reveling in the sheer novelty of the underground, these riders 

wanted to soak up its unfamiliar sights and sensations for as long 

as possible.” - Clifton Hood, 722 Miles: The Building Of The 

Subways. 













  

Chapter 27 

Green-Wood Cemetery 

 

Founded in Brooklyn in 1838, before the creation of Central 

Park or Prospect Park, there was Green-Wood cemetery, a 

massive 478-acre swath of land on the western coast of the 

borough. The cemetery includes hills, valleys, ponds, paths, 

and ornate structures of all types. Due to its grandeur and the 








