
DIGITAL NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY TIPS 
 
 
 

Author’s Notes to the User 
 

Dear user, 
 
These tips on capturing nature views in the form of digital images have been compiled as part 
of the Digital Nature Project with reference number CB006.1.22.033 under the INTERREG-
IPA CBC Bulgaria-Macedonia Programme. 
 
You are free to download, print and use them. When reading them, please bear in mind the 
following notes: 
 
Note 1: If at some point you feel you do not understand the terms in a certain tip, flip to the 
end and look at the dictionary.  
 
Note 2: On rare occasions some tips will seem to contradict one another regarding the 
methods of use in similar situations. When you encounter such tips look carefully at the words. 
First make sure the situations are the same and not just similar. If the situations are really the 
same look at the wording again, but this time seek clues as to how standard the tip is. Some 
tips are "general", meaning that they recommend the way photography is done by the book 
and by most photographers. Other tips are aimed at helping you if you want to be more 
creative or a "photography rebel" that is set apart from other photographers. They may guide 
you in useful ways to experiment and break away from the standard pattern, but still have 
good results. If you are unable to determine which tip is a standard one and which is a "rebel" 
one, feel free to try both and see which one you like better. Photography is also an art, and 
sometimes there is more than one way to achieve a good result. 
 

 
 

General nature photography tips 
 
 

• Bring this toolkit with you.  
While you read this text you will come across good ideas and will believe you will remember 
them. A common mistake is to think that if you understand or like something, you will 
remember it, when the time is right to use it. 
When you are about to shoot the actual photos, you will have plenty of distractions. This has 
happened more than once to me and many experienced photographers. We say we use our 
experience in order to remember all the good tricks we have learned. But this experience was 
gained because many times we forgot to try something and then we regretted it. Avoid the 
pain of regret by bringing the toolkit with you and consulting it for quick ideas when on site. 
 
Composition tips 



 
• Lead the eye in.  

A very effective way to create a powerful composition is to use visual elements to lead the 
viewer’s eye into the scene or towards an important element of it. Leading elements can be 
lines, curves, or a progression of shapes. Leading lines that stretch from foreground to 
background are very effective, moving the viewer deeper into the scene.  
 
 

• Find a good foreground.  
By using foreground you provide depth, and when you use it well you provide additional 
impact. Foregrounds provide a point of reference. They can also simplify chaotic scenes. 
When shooting a scene, take a closer look at your feet and find something to put in the front 
lower part of your image - a field of flowers, a rock, the shoreline, a tree, something beautiful, 
something unusual, something interesting, or even just a part of the ground in front of you. 
 

• Engage the eye with repetitive patterns 
People are naturally attracted to patterns, as part of our evolutionary need to organize our 
chaotic world. When we see them, we tend to want to visit each and every repeated element. 
Use repetitive shapes and colors in you photos to encourage the viewer to visit multiple parts 
of the composition. Visual repetition gets the viewer’s eye moving, engaging interest and 
creating compositional energy. 
Repetition can also help create harmony and balance, adding structure to a composition, and 
introducing order in otherwise chaotic scenery. 
 

• Emphasize your subject through framing 
One way to emphasize your subject is to frame it. For example, include arcing tree branches, 
open windows, and natural arches. Frames can also be made by arranging multiple visual 
elements around a subject.  
 

• Emphasize your subject through light contrast 
Another way to draw attention to your primary subject is through light. Put it in the spotlight, or 
move around until you catch some brightness behind your subject to focus the viewer. 
 

• Create visual energy 
Try to convey motion or dynamics. Use long exposure when shooting clouds, use a running 
animal that comes inside the frame, use lines or shapes that tilt or point in opposite directions. 
 

• Do your homework. 
Research what you will be shooting and where it can be found. Research when it can be 
found. Research the habits, active seasons and favourite spots of animals. For landscapes 
look at other people's photos of the place you go to.  
 

• Decide on your photo gear 
Do not underpack. Do not overpack. Try to estimate what kinds of pictures you mostly want to 
get out of the photo trip and bring only photo gear that will help you achieve that goal. More 
specific advice on specific gear for specific situations can be found later in this toolkit. 
 

• Charge your batteries. 



Do not run out of power. Get additional batteries for your camera.  Charge all of  your existing 
ones 
 

• Check the weather forecast. 
And prepare accordingly. Get a good bag, suitable shoes.  
 

• Prepare a checklist.  
This is an example checklist, you can create your own by expanding on it when you find you 
forgot something specific to you: 

• Do I need any permits? 
• Where are the good parking spots / stops? 
• Are there any time constraints (working hours etc.)? 
• What will be the weather? 
• Suitable clothing. 
• What are commonly photographed animals or areas (Look of other people's 

photos to know what is good to repeat or if you prefer to have a unique 
perspective to see what to avoid) 

• Have I charged all my batteries? 
• Suitable photo gear for my task 
• Food and drinks. 

  
• Shoot RAW 

You will almost always want to shoot RAW. This makes it possible to decide later on things 
like subtle exposure changes and white balance, plus it allows you much greater freedom to 
retouch your image in post-processing.  
 

• Get a fast SD card.  
One of the rare times you may not want to shoot RAW is if your camera takes too much time 
to save a RAW picture and you want to catch quick changing action. To reduce this camera 
lag buy a faster SD card and you can keep shooting RAW. 
 

• Use the lowest practical ISO setting 
When shooting landscapes, this will be the lowest possible ISO setting of your camera. When 
shooting action it may be higher in order to avoid motion blur. In any case use the lowest one 
that still produces the result you need. You will find more information on specific ISO 
recommendations for specific situations later in this toolkit. Sometimes the situation allows 
you to shoot multiple photos at higher ISO and combine them in your computer to reduce the 
noise. 
 

• Use Continuous drive - Af-continuous, Af-servo modes  
Those modes will be helpful in most situations. Especially, if you need to capture moving 
targets. In continuous drive modes the camera keeps focusing on the subject while the 
shutter button is half pressed so if your subject or your camera moves, it will stay in focus. 
 

• Do not forget your tripod 
There are many situations where a tripod can help you frame a better shot.  
 

• Try different angles. 



When shooting details, try different angles: From above, below, from the side. Find the most 
interesting composition by experimenting. 
 

• Use fill flash  
Do this when there is not enough light or just to highlight your subject and reduce the 
shadows. If the flash is too strong either move away or reduce the flash power. The amount of 
light intensity is inversely proportional to the square of the distance, which means you will get 
significantly less light, if you move away just a little from your subject. 
 

• Use the golden hours 
One hour after sunrise and one hour before sunset is the perfect time for many types of 
photography. Get up early and allow time to travel and find your spot and your subject. 
 

• Shallow Depth-of-field (Focus) 
You will get shallow focus: 

• the closer your focus point is 
• the longer your focal length is (lenses with more millimeters) 
• the larger your aperture is (Lower F number) 

 
• Taking a good picture is an incremental process 

For static scenes do this: Find your image by shooting hand-held. Put your camera on the 
tripod, make small adjustments, shoot again until you get it perfect. 
 

• Use HDR photography 
Use HDR whenever you are shooting a relatively static scene. L0ndscapes and nature look 
really colorful in HDR. But even if your camera has a built-in HDR function, you will get better 
results if you just shoot your dark+normal+bright pictures and do the HDR in post-processing. 
You will have the freedom to choose from many different types to tone-map your HDR picture 
to get either a more natural or more painterly look. 
 

• Bring ND filters and ND grad filters 
These will make your picture or parts of it darker (for example a bright sky). Using them you 
will correct exposure problems on the spot, especially for photos in which you will not use 
HDR. 
 

• Use the rule of thirds 
Divide the screen in 3 sections horizontally and vertically and place your subject in one of the 
intersections instead of in the center. Choose an intersection that will leave more space in 
front of the subject. For animals this will be the direction they face, for flowers the direction 
they lean to.  
 

• Use your camera grid overlay 
Dig into the settings of your camera and find the grid overlay. Enable it and it will help you use 
the rule of thirds 
 

• Use level horizon  
Your grid overlay will guide you in that too - just align your horizon with one of the horizontal 
lines of the grid. Usually the upper one. 



 
• When your Depth-of-field is too shallow  

Put your subject parallel to the camera so you can catch as much of it in focus as you can. 
 

• Safe shutter speed for hand-held photography.  
For sharp hand-held photos you should not let the shutter speed be any slower than the 
equivalent focal length of the lens used. For example, if the lens is 200 mm, your minimum 
speed should be 1/200th of the second or faster. If your lens is 24 mm, your minimum speed 
should be 1/24th of the second or faster. 
 

• Camera settings for fast reactions 
Do not walk around with a camera pressed to your face. Not only will you look conspicuous, 
but you will miss potential shots. Take the time to immerse yourself in your surroundings 
before you start taking pictures. 
However you need to react quickly to the fleeting moments when you shoot fast changing 
scenes. Use continuous drive mode so that you can shoot many pictures, when needed. 
Then time your shots so they will fire at the decisive moment. 
Continuous focus will allow to track action, but you will need to manually select a focus 
point to prevent the camera locking onto something you were not expecting. 
Start shooting in Program mode so the camera sets both the aperture and shutter speed 
(and ISO in Auto ISO mode), so you can concentrate on grabbing the picture. 
If you find out you need more depth of field or a faster shutter speed, turn the camera's 
control dial to shift the program. The way you turn your control dial for a specific effect is 
different for each camera manufacturer, so learn yours before your go out shooting. 
 

• The best way to advance quickly 
Is to learn from your mistakes. To do that you can keep a rigorous picture journal. When you 
go home and you discover you do not like something in your photo, you can always read the 
conditions under which you shot it and decide what to change next time. The picture journal 
can have things like time of day and atmospheric conditions, where the light comes from etc. 
It does not need to have the specific camera settings - these are recorded inside your picture 
as EXIF information, which is a kind of meta-data you can read with an image viewing 
program from the original picture. 
 

• How to eliminate background: 
When shooting animal portraits or plant close-ups you often do not want the viewer to be 
distracted by the background. Here is what you can do to eliminate it: 

• Make your own background - Prepare a 50x75cm cardboard with green color 
and brown patches. Prepare another one that is sky blue. These can be very 
helpful to put behind your subject. 

• Fill the frame with your subject to avoid unnecessary detail distracting from it. 
• Use fog as background if there is one 
• Use flash, the light will fade quickly and the background will be dark 
• Use the sky - if practicable, get lower or wait for your subject to be outlined 

against the sky. 
• Use back light - When the subject is lit from behind, it is separated quite nicely 

from the background. 
• Use shallow Depth-of-field - with a longer lens or a lower F-stop value. 



 

 
 

Landscape photography tips 
 
 
 

• Use the golden hours. 
Those are: 1 hour before sunset and 1 hour after sunrise. The light then is at an angle and all 
the colors are warm and bright. Photos taken at the golden hours are much better than ones 
taken at other times of the day. 
 

• Don't be afraid to shoot in overcast days.  
Their diffused light can make for increased color saturation in your images. If you have to 
shoot an image at noon it is better if there is a cloud cover. In such situations you would 
usually try to avoid including much of the sky in your frame, as it will not be very interesting. 
Landscapes shot from above looking down on green meadows work well in such situations. 
Of course if the clouds are scattered, they make up a dramatic sky you will want to include. 
Just wait for the sun to go behind them to avoid the harsh light. 
 

• Use texture 
And communicate your personal impressions of the scene. Sun angles of early or late sun 
have good shadows and usually reveal texture best. 
 

• Use a tripod 
With a good tripod, you can be set up beforehand and be ready when the lighting is right.  
 

• Experiment with hand-held pictures at slow shutter speeds 
Do not be afraid to handhold at slow shutter speeds, in certain situations the effect can be 
wonderful. Try it with trees to see how the resulting blurred trunks bring out a different feeling 
to the picture. 
 

• Decide what makes you want to photograph a place  
And think of an adjective to describe it. Then try to find and include a detail in your 
photograph that gives a sense of that adjective. 
 

• Get there early.  
Apart from utilizing the great morning light, you will also avoid the crowds that gather later at 
popular places. 
 

• Do not meter the sky.  
In general the sky is bright and will cause you to underexpose the rest of the scene. 
 

• Be very patient with lightnings. 
If you need to capture a lightning in the scene, you will have to be patient as well as lucky. Set 
your tripod and wait. You never know where a lightning is going to strike. 
 



• Wide angle lens 
A wide angle lens should be your general lens to shoot a landscape. It is best for showing the 
whole picture with the deepest focus. Longer lenses are used for specific tasks as you will 
find later. 
 

• Ask the locals 
Although you should do your research in advance, when you arrive at a place, ask the people 
living nearby to confirm and give you advice. Often they know things that guidebooks and web 
sites do not tell you. This may give you an idea of a picture or just an easier way to get to a 
spot. 
 

• Use the hyperfocal distance 
There are hyperfocal distance apps for your phone that can help you with that. The hyperfocal 
point is the point beyond which everything until infinity is with acceptable focus. The bonus of 
focusing at that point is that you can bring into focus the objects that are closer, too (about 
half the distance between you and it). If instead you focus on infinity, you will lose part of the 
near focus. This point is different for different apertures and focal lengths of the lens. If you do 
not have a hyperfocal app calculator use this rule of thumb: look at the closest object in your 
picture, focus at twice the distance from it and shoot. Study your picture and if needed 
increase the F-stop number (reduce the aperture) and try again. Try not to exceed F14 to 
keep your picture sharp. 
 

• Try with a long lens 
A telephoto lens helps you to compress the elements of a scene making the foreground and 
background appear closer together than in a photo taken with a wide lens. 
When you zoom in with a long lens, mountain ranges will seem more tightly packed, forests 
more densely populated with trees. 
Telephoto lenses sometimes can make it easier to compose landscape photos as they 
capture a narrower angle of view compared to wide-angle lenses. Being able to simplify a 
scene sometimes makes for stronger pictures. 
 

• Shoot landscape photos in HDR 
HDR shots work well for landscapes. Even if you do not end up using the HDR shot, it is 
always good to have the full range of photos - light, dark and normal. You never know when 
you may need to bring out a detail from the shadows or the highlights. 
 

• Long-exposure landscapes 
Doing long exposure on pictures of landscapes can add different feeling to them. Try long 
exposure on a tripod to get blurry clouds that give a sense of motion or to get a smoothed-out 
water. 
 

• Black and white landscapes 
Experiment with black and white, but in post-production. On the spot the picture should be 
taken full color and the decision to make it black and white should come later. 
 

• Make landscapes into panoramas 
When your camera cannot take the whole picture at once, shoot several ones and stitch them 
later. Each picture should overlap at 1/3 with its neighbors and should be done in manual 



mode, so the exposure and color balance is the same in all of them. 
 

• Minimalist landscapes  
If you want to try something different, try for minimalistic landscapes. Telephoto zooms will 
help you to isolate interesting details that would make for a great minimalist landscape. Look 
for single trees, lone clouds and isolated rocks. Fog, snow and featureless skies will provide a 
suitable blank canvas for this type of photo. 
 

• Include a Leading Foreground 
A good landscape photo typically has a prominent foreground feature that leads the 
spectator's eye deeper into the scene. Examples of foregrounds can be: a fallen branch, hills 
and dunes that lead to the background, shadows of mid-distance objects, anything interesting, 
complementing or contrasting the background, preferably having lines leading the eye to the 
background, flowers in patterns, a prominent bigger flower, or an appealing shape. 
 

• Close the aperture.  
Usually F11 is enough for that deep focus, but in case you have extremely near subjects in 
your composition you can push this to F14. Avoid anything higher than that for landscapes, 
because the overall sharpness will go down. 
 

• Feature a Compelling Sky 
Make an effort to capture dramatic or interesting cloud formations. Often the best time to 
catch great light is when a storm is clearing at sunrise or sunset. Storm clouds are often large, 
dramatic and photogenic, and can transform even a midday landscape scene into something 
interesting. 
 

• How to compose the horizon. 
You will generally use the rule of thirds to place the foreground at the lower third of your 
picture, the distant subjects at the mid third and the sky at the top third of your frame. 
Exceptions are mirror images in lakes, where putting the horizon at the center of the frame 
makes for a good symmetry. Another exception can be made for shooting a spectacular sky. 
When doing that you still want to include the ground as a reference point but put it in the 
bottom third. With rainbows even the bottom 1/5th or 1/8th works well. 
 

• Psychology of a good landscape 
Research has shown that people from all over the world prefer to look at landscape photos 
that have one or all of these elements: 

• They look habitable  
• Have something framing the shot - we have evolved to hide from danger and 

suitable objects like nearby trees through which we look at the scene, or tall 
rocks and cave entrances can provide this feeling of security. 

• Height - Either the picture is taken from a height which we feel is a safer place, 
or there is height like a mountain in the distance on which we can imagine 
ourselves standing. 

• Open spaces of low grass with thickets of bushes and groupings of trees 
among them 

• The presence of water directly in view, or the evidence of water either nearby or 
in the distance - this makes the landscape habitable and we have evolved to 



look for such places to settle. 
• An opening up in at least one direction to an unimpeded view of the horizon - 

for the sense of freedom. 
• Evidence of animal life and birds 
• A diversity of greenery, including flowering and fruiting plants - because we 

evolved to look for food. 
 

• How to shoot landscapes in the autumn 
◦ Put the foliage against the backlight of the sun to better pop its golden colors 
◦ Use long lens to isolate colorful patches and emphasize them 
◦ When using a long lens remove the hood and use a tripod and timer/cable release 

to reduce vibrations. Push your speed as high as possible for the quality you want 
to achieve. Autumn is usually a windy time and the gusts of wind will try to shake 
your camera. 

◦ Try long exposure of trees. Try a 1/4 second speed, while moving the camera up 
or down. See if you like the effect. Then try different speeds at which to move your 
camera, or different shutter speeds. 

◦ Play with exposure compensation - push it up or down and experiment. It usually 
pays off to make autumn look brighter than it is. 

◦ To make a bright picture use the histogram as a starting point. Push the 
exposure compensation to positive until its right-hand part is near the edge of the 
histogram box. Or even push a bit further to clip the whites and take a test picture 
to see if you like it. 

◦ Shoot still ponds during the golden hour to get the reflection of the golden sun 
and golden leaves. 

◦ Take a picture straight up through the trees while in a forest, to show a patch of 
sky and tree trunks radiating from the corners of the frame. 

 
• Winter and snow 

◦ Do not use auto-metering when shooting snow. The bright white snow fools the 
automatic meters of cameras and snow looks gray in your pictures.  

◦ Meter your subject or use a gray card or do the following trick: Meter the sky at 
45 degree angle north on a clear day. Take a picture at +1 and -1 EV of that value 
and decide which one you like better. Then point the camera at the snow. If you get 
a reading of less than +3 you are good to go. If not, reduce the exposure 
compensation by 1 stop and see if you still like the result 

◦ Snow on an overcast day: Meter the snow and set +1 EV. Check your histogram 
to make sure you are not clipping it at the right edge. In the winter it is ok for the 
histogram peak to be to the right and not in the middle. 

 
 
 

Water photography tips 
 
 
 

• Long exposure moving water for a misty effect. 



To shoot water at long exposure use a small aperture and your lowest possible ISO. If it is too 
bright you may also need to use an ND filter. This will make for a misty kind of look where the 
drops blend into a moving fog. 
 

• Try several different shutter speeds 
Choose the one that depicts the feeling you want to convey. Usually you will want to choose a 
speed where the water still has some texture and is not all one big misty blur. 
  

• Polarized filter to cut glares 
Shooting water often creates glares, so using a polarized filter can reduce them. Be aware 
that the effect of a polarized filter may be either very prominent or hardly noticeable. This 
depends on the angle you are shooting at. Chose one position and rotate the filter to see what 
effect it creates. Then change your angle by moving left and right and at each position rotate 
the filter to see how the effect changes. 
 

• Shoot ponds and pools of still water in the golden hour 
Try to catch the red of the sunset in the water reflection. You may even try to change your 
white balance to make it colder - this will tint the ground and rocks surrounding the lake blue, 
which will create an excellent contrast with the red-orange of the sunset reflected in the water. 
 

• Take close-ups of water reflections 
Use fast shutter speed for this technique. Choose a good reflection - the green of the foliage, 
maybe mixing with the blue of the sky. Use a fast speed. Increase the ISO to achieve it - it is 
safe to do so with water, as the additional noise will hardly be noticed on the abstract shape 
of the water ripples. 
 

• Shoot reflections at noon 
Bright sunny days are not suitable for good pictures in most circumstances. Except for 
reflected water in the shade. Position yourself in the shade at the bottom of a hill or canyon 
and shoot the reflected colours in the water. In this way you get good results and use of the 
hours that are too bright for any other photography. 
 

• Use a long lens 
Use a telephoto lens when shooting reflections to isolate and emphasize rocks and sections 
of current that are picking up the reflected color from above 
 

• Waterfalls 
They are good to shoot in overcast weather. Make use of the longer shutter speeds to make 
the water misty, try different speeds and see which ones you like. 
 

• Powerful water 
To convey the feeling of power use high shutter speeds like 1/1000 to freeze every drop. 
Works well on crashing waves on a shore. 
 

• Tranquil water 
The longer shutter speeds convey the feeling of more tranquil water 
 

• How to use  light when photographing water 



◦ Shoot water in overcast weather for even light distribution.  
◦ On bright days meter for the highlights and let the shadows be as dark as they wish 

to be 
◦ Good subjects to catch gleaming specs of light are frozen crystals along a stream 

bed 
◦ Icicles are good subjects too with nice specular highlights. 
◦  A carefully placed specular highlight can mean the difference between a throw 

away photo and a picture you are proud of. 
◦  A specular highlight is the bright spot of light that glows from shiny objects when 

illuminated 
 

• Balance blur and texture 
Many times you will want to convey movement but keep part of the texture of the water, look 
for balance between motion blur and water texture. 
 

• Experiment with exposure and speed 
After you get your shot, keep pushing the exposure and speed some more (up or down) to 
see what happens. You can get pleasantly surprised sometimes. 
 

• Get a waterproof pocket camera. 
A waterproof point-and-shoot camera may provide a unique view to a water scene that was 
shot many times before. You can half dunk your camera or fully immerse it. Put it in the 
middle of a splashing waterfall or show what is just beneath the surface.  
 

• Mirror reflections of mountains and trees 
Still water provides a good mirror effect. Even when it is darker, if the lake is not exactly next 
to the camera shutter speeds don't matter much to create a classic reflection. Even a  
 1.5 second exposure is OK if the light is low enough to demand it. 
 

• Shoot where water meets land  
Land and water come together around lakes, where rivers flow across the land, ponds, 
swamps and streams. Every one of these settings give photographers plenty with which to 
work to produce great images. Shorelines are lines and you can say a lot with lines. You can 
use them to lead the eye, or to display an interesting shape. You can add balance to your 
photos by shooting a symmetrically shaped part of the border between land and water. 
 

• Look for good sunrises and sunsets reflected in water 
Look for a clear horizon in the distance, and clouds above it. This tends to produce dramatic 
sunrises or sunsets especially when reflected in the water. 
 

• Water on plants 
Find water on plants or even bring your own to sprinkle them and photograph the water drops. 
They will provide nice highlights and focal points when lit from behind. 
 

• Rain 
When you shoot rain your light should come from behind it, otherwise it will not be visible at 
all. This is true for all kinds of water droplets in other circumstances. 
 



Snowflakes (are water too) 
 

• Catch snowflakes on a good background 
Prepare a dark woolen garment, e.g. a black scarf or a mitten. Leave the cloth outside for 10-
15 minutes to acclimate to the cold. While the snow is freshly falling, set it out to begin 
collecting your best snowflakes 
 

• Not every snowfall provides beautiful snowflakes 
You might have to try a few times. Sometimes the snowflakes are clumps sometimes they are 
almost water. Look for the symmetrical ones. 
 

• Find the snowflake with your lens 
When you find the snowflake with your eyes it can take several minutes to find through the 
viewfinder, because there is no point of reference and the zoom is extreme. To speed up the 
process use something to guide your vision - a stick, or your finger, but be careful not to melt 
the snowflake by placing it too near for too far. 
 

• Use macro 
A regular macro lens with extension tubes can work well. Also reverse-mounting a regular kit 
lens on your camera can give great results. 
  

• Use flash  
If you can set up a flash to fire from the side it will create more shadows, allowing the 
snowflake to pop out and look more three dimensional. If you have no side flash try the 
embedded one. By putting the snowflake in the shadow of your own lens the built-in flash 
often makes the light seem to come from the side. 
 

• Make some parallel shots. 
The easier way is to shoot the snowflake "flat", so start this way. Do it by putting the camera 
parallel to the snowflake, so that the shallow depth of field will not put any part of your subject 
out of focus. 
 

• To focus move the camera 
Snowflakes are usually shot with fixed manual focus. When the snowflake moves out of focus 
do not try to find the sharpness by refocusing the camera, do it by moving yourself closer or 
away from the snowflake.  
 

• The difficult snowflake shot: shoot from the side with focus stacking 
◦ Shoot at an angle. There are great benefits from shooting the snowflake from the 

side, because there is more depth to the picture. However it is very hard because 
there is practically non-existent focus depth-of-field. To overcome this use focus 
stacking. Since you shoot by hand (no snowflake will wait for you to setup a tripod) 
shoot many photos to be sure you have every angle covered. You need 30-50 
images to complete a snowflake at every focus level, but you will end up shooting 
more than 200 to make sure you have every focus level covered (4-5 shots per 
focus level).  There is no way to increase the depth of field by controlling the 
camera’s aperture, as the effects of diffraction make the entire image appear soft or 
blurry. Combining multiple images to achieve greater focus is a necessary evil at 



this scale of macro photography. 
◦ Stack the photos. To do the actual focus stacking, use a photo editing program 

like Photoshop. Roughly 4 hours of editing makes up each image. This is time 
spent combining images via focus stacking, as well as enhancing color, sharpness 
and contrast. The background cloth pops into focus quite often and plenty of time is 
spent with the clone tools to remove stray wool fibers. Some of them may add to 
the value of the picture and you want to keep them, but most of them you will 
discard. 

◦ Try with a colorful background too. If you feel rebellious try using a brightly 
colored cloth as your background to provide contrast to the snowflake. 

 
 

Plant and wildlife photography tips 
 
 
Plants 
 

• Look for Year-Round Opportunities 
Both natural places and man-made gardens can provide opportunities for photographing 
plants year-round. In winter and early spring you will have to search more and focus on 
botanical gardens and ways to shoot more creatively. Emphasize the pastel colors of the 
plants in the winter, look for interesting shapes. Even grass-type plants can be interesting 
when you try different angles, groupings or focusing on unusual parts with shallow depth of 
field. 
 

• Look for Patterns and Textures 
 They are provided by different kinds of small scenes. Look for repetitive patterns and/or 
consistent color. It may take some time to find a patch of vegetation in good condition with the 
plants growing close together. You can search for patch of similar height, so you can 
photograph them from above to get all the elements in focus together.  Ground covers, bark, 
cactus, and all different sorts of plants offer interesting patterns and textures when you start 
looking for them. 
 
 

• Do not be afraid to use shallow Depth-of-Field 
 It can often transform a subject from the literal to the abstract. Instead of photographing 
petals or stems or leaves, you are instead photographing lines (in your focus point) and 
shapes (out of focus).  
Get in close, use a wide aperture like f/2.8, and experiment with different focus points. The 
same plant may look entirely different with a slightly moved focus point and/or different 
perspective.  
 
 

• Experiment with Light 
Backlighting (when the light source is behind your subject) adds interest and mood to a 
photograph. Face the low sun, using shallow depth of field to render bits of the light and 
background out of focus. Fuzzy subjects, like pussy willows, cactus, and many flowers, catch 
backlighting well, giving a subject a natural glow that can translate well into a photograph. 



These images can take a lot of experimentation, persistence, and perfecting your technique to 
come together, so be prepared to try again if your first attempt does not work out the way you 
imagined. 
 

• Use macro lenses and extension tubes 
To get at the macro level. 
 

• Use a tripod and remote release 
In order to produce sharp flower pictures you will need to reduce the risk of camera-shake. 
With your camera mounted on a tripod, attach a remote cable release or use a wireless 
button. This enables you to activate the shutter without the risk of camera movement because 
of pressing down on the shutter release button. 
 

• Use telephoto lens 
In order to isolate a particular flower from its surroundings. A long lens with the camera set to 
a wide aperture can really set the foreground and background out of focus so that the viewer's 
attention is held at the spot you want. Use this technique if you want to produce impressive 
photographs of individual plants. 
 

• Use Wide angle lenses 
To show an individual plant or a group of plants in their surroundings. The wide angle lens 
enables you to include the environment around the plant so there is more information 
available for the viewer. Depth of field is also increased with these lenses, so your image is 
sharp all the way from the foreground to the background. 
 

• Turn off auto focus 
In close-up photography depth of field is so narrow that precise focusing is critical, even with 
small apertures. To ensure your shots are sharp where you want, switch to manual focus and 
do it yourself. Changing focus alters the magnification of the subject, so set the subject size 
and composition first, then gently nudge the camera back and forth to put the focus where 
you want it. 
 

• Use Live View 
You need to get your focusing spot on, as your depth of field is so limited that any slight 
inaccuracy produces blurred shots. One way to achieve this is to use the digital display in Live 
View (if your camera has it) to focus manually as accurately as possible. Use the Live View's 
zoom on the element you want focused and then move your camera back or forth by a few 
millimeters until the element you want is crystal sharp. 
 

• Shoot in manual mode 
Shoot in manual mode if you prefer to take full control rather than letting your camera decide 
everything for you. Shooting in manual enables you to choose the aperture and shutter 
combination that will give you the result you want.  
 

• Check your histogram 
When in manual mode, checking your histograms will show you if you need to change a 
setting in order to produce a correctly exposed image. Bright flowers can confuse your 
camera's auto-exposure, so shooting in manual and checking histograms can overcome this. 



 
• Camera settings for flower photography 

Set your camera to the lowest ISO setting available. This is usually ISO 100 or 200. 
Shoot in RAW format. In that way the maximum amount of picture information is stored for 
you to work with later. 
Fix White Balance to Daylight if you want easier batch editing later. If you leave it at auto you 
may need to adjust each picture separately. 
Use single shot mode, not burst. 
Use small apertures to maximize detail. 
Use wide apertures to produce a sharply focused subject against a blurred background. 
 

• Watch the weather 
Do not shoot flowers when you have bright sunshine and cloudless blue skies. Direct sunlight 
is harsh, resulting in images with too much contrast, burnt-out highlights and loss of detail in 
the shadows.  
Shoot when the day is bright but overcast - the light is soft and diffused and it is much more 
flattering.  
 

• Use a reflector 
Reflectors are a cheap item of equipment but they really help to boost your flower 
photographs to the next level. When positioned close to an individual plant a reflector can be 
angled so that it directs light into shadow areas to reveal detail and to reduce contrast. It can 
also be used to shade plants from harsh, direct sunlight if it is bright and sunny.  
 

• Use Flash 
It can help you produce impressive images, but use it with moderation. Use off-camera flash 
to provide subtle lighting from the side, or from the back. Macro ring flashes are ideal for 
flower photography, because they produce an even and flattering light, without the harsh 
shadows of standard flash. Macro ring flashes are also ideal for bringing out reflective details, 
such as grains of pollen or raindrops. 
 

• Take your time 
When you first encounter a beautiful park or garden, it can be difficult to know where to start. 
Do not start taking photos as soon as you arrive. Walk around and explore without shooting. 
Make note of good spots. Keeping your camera away will help you after that. 
 

• Get down  
Portraits of people and animals look more impressive when they are shot from the eye-level 
of the subject. The same is true for flower photography. 
 

• Bring a mat 
Bring a gardener's mat, because shooting flowers outdoors involves spending a lot of time on 
your knees and elbows.  
 

• Choose your backgrounds 
Use soft, uncluttered background to make the plant stand out. A distracting and cluttered 
background can easily ruin an otherwise perfect shot. Use a longer lens and wider apertures 
to minimize any distractions. 



 
• Bring your own backgrounds 

If you cannot isolate a plant from background clutter, place a cardboard behind it. White will 
give it a botanical feel. Sky blue is a good choice too. Make one yourself that is patches of 
brown and green like a blurry camouflage. 
 

• Composing flower photos 
◦ Compose with the subject off-centre according to the rule of thirds to give your 

images a professional look. If the plant leans in one direction leave space in that 
direction. 

◦ Take shots with both vertical and horizontal camera - many magazines and books 
use vertical photos of plants and people associate them with quality too. Plants that 
are wider than they are tall will work better as horizontal shots and those that are 
taller than they are wide will work as vertical shots. This is a general rule that you 
are free to break - keep looking through the viewfinder and move the camera to find 
the best shot. 

 
• Plant portraits 

Consider cropping close on a plant to isolate details. Look for detail and what makes each 
plant unique and focus only on it: the sweep of a leaf, or the point of a petal. This will produce 
something different than the standard shot and will feel more like a portrait. 
 

• Wind and plants 
Wind makes long-stemmed flowers move violently, making it impossible to shoot them.  
In general aim to shoot in calm weather - early mornings are usually better.  
Sometimes you can use a strong wind to your advantage by using longer exposure, 
producing motion blur to record the movements of flowers. 
 

• Move indoors 
If you cannot wait for a bright, overcast day with no wind, then you can always photograph 
indoors. This enables you to really concentrate on photography without worrying about your 
subject moving. 
 

• Add water 
It is possible to create the impression of dew on the flower by the careful use of a water spray. 
Few added drops of water can help bring your flower photographs to life. 
 

• Take advantage of sunsets 
When photographing fields of wildflowers the soft, golden light will make a meadow glow. 
 

• Group for drama 
Look for a mass of plants to photograph to add drama. If it is winter, you can even shoot dried 
seed heads this way and make them an interesting, textured subject.  
 

• If you want an even deeper focus for your plant photos 
◦ Focus stack. If the weather is quiet or the plant is potted and you shoot inside you 

can use focus stacking to get the whole plan in focus. 
◦ Use point-and-shoot camera. For deeper focus on macro or close-ups use a 



pocket point-and-shoot camera.  
 
 
Wildlife 
 
 

• Distinguish animals from their background 
Game animals blend into the landscape, so be careful about what is in your background. For 
example, you can wait to shoot a deer, when it is outlined against the sky or a distant field of 
light colors. 
 

• Use shallow Depth-of-Field 
When photographing wildlife for close-ups. This will blur out background distractions. 
 

• Catch a glint in the eye 
Close-ups of wildlife are better if there is a light in their eyes. Try shooting late or early in the 
day and with the animal facing the sun. Or use a flash set to a dim level for fill-flash. 
 

• Practice at the zoo 
Get as close as possible to the wire fences, focusing on animals that are far away from them 
and using a large aperture to create a shallow depth of field to make the wire fence almost 
imperceptible.  
When shooting through glass, get the front of the camera close to the glass in order to reduce 
reflections. A collapsible rubber hood for a lens can be even better, because it will allow you 
to press the lens against the glass. 
 

• Get down to the animal's eye level 
Make the effort to do this as it will result in a more intimate portrait. Manually choose an auto-
focus point that corresponds to the eye of the animal. 
If you leave it to the camera to select an AF point, it is likely to focus on the part of the 
creature that is closest to the camera - and that is likely to be a snout or a beak, which is less 
desirable. 
 

• Try panning 
For a different result move the camera with the animal and continue moving it while taking a 
photo. If you do it right and your shutter speed is low enough (start at 1/30 and experiment) 
you will get an animal that is in focus and a background that is a speed-blur giving the 
impression of a high-speed movement. Practice on cars passing you by in the street. 
 

• Overcast weather is good for some animals 
For example large animals with antlers. If you were to shoot them in the sun the antlers will 
make thick black shadows on their body. 
 

• Minimize the effect of poor light 
You cannot choose when you will see a wild animal or when it will do something interesting. It 
could be on a bright sunny day. In such cases try to position yourself in such a way that the 
sun is behind you to minimize the size of the visible shadows on the animal. 
 



• Be persistent. 
If you want to catch good wildlife photos you will need to make many, many attempts. 
Sometimes you will have to go back to the same place persistently until the animal you seek 
shows up or does something interesting. 
 

• Get up before sunrise  
Lots of wildlife is active very early in the morning, plus you catch the light of the golden hour 
 

• Follow your subjects through the viewfinder 
Track them, have your finger ready on the shutter release button. Predict the moment and fire 
off a burst of shots. 
 

• Use auto ISO 
To eliminate some variables and reduce the time you might need to set or fumble with your 
equipment. This will help you concentrate on getting a good shot and not miss the action. 
 
 

• Use Hides (blinds) 
A blind is anything that will camouflage your presence from wildlife.  Placing a tree or other 
natural object in direct line between you and the subjects helps. If you cannot see the subject, 
they probably cannot see you. Use this kind of blind to slowly get closer to your subject.  Use 
the landscape, hills and bumps to block the animal from seeing you or your approach. Use 
your vehicle, it is a perfect blind, stay in the car rather than approach the animal, in many 
instances animals are comfortable while you are in the car, but if you open that door and get 
out, they run away. 
You could also get camouflage clothes and throw a piece of camo cloth over your tripod and 
camera. 
 

• Plan the path of the animal, 
Try to see the coming photo. For example if a wolf or bear walks along an edge of a forest 
and the tree trunks form a bend in the path facing you, the animal will eventually turn to take 
that bend and will face you - that is the time to take your photo, so be ready at its eye level. 
 

• Learn your subject's habits 
No matter what wildlife animal you plan to shoot, they all have their peculiarities. Read about 
the places and times they are active, so you know where to camp to increase your chance to 
meet them. 
 

• When you shoot a group of animals on the ground 
Try to stay parallel to them to make sure you have them all in focus. Be patient and wait for a 
moment when each of them shows their eyes. 
 

• Look for action 
Shots where the wildlife does something are always better than ones where it just sits there. 
 

• Look for interaction with you 
When the animal faces you with curiosity that is the time to take the shot. 
 



• Use a bean bag 
Bean bags stabilize your shot when shooting with a long lens close to the ground or from 
inside a car. It is faster and more comfortable to set up than a tripod in these situations. Just 
fill any sturdy cloth bag with beans or rice and put your camera on it. 
 

• Take wide angle shots of animals 
This applies only to animals that are not afraid of humans, like horses, dogs, giraffes etc. Get 
close to them and make those distorted pictures with your wide angle or even fisheye lens. 
 
Birds 
 

• Lenses for birds 
The best lens for bird photography is a telephoto with a focal length of 400 mm or higher. But 
if you do not have one, a 70 mm-to-300 mm zoom works well for birds that can be 
approached closer. Use a tripod for lenses longer than 300 mm to avoid camera shake. 
 

• Practice on garden birds.  
It is a good way to train in the basics. Set up your own garden bird studio. Secure a branch in 
place in front of a clean natural background, hang a feeder close by and in time birds will start 
using your branch as a landing spot before flying to the feeder. That is when you will take 
pictures of them. 
 

• Avoid artificial background. 
When photographing birds, try for a natural background with no man-made objects such as 
poles, wires, fences, and buildings. They will compete for attention in your photo. 
 

• Try for smooth background 
Photos with objects behind the bird are not as pleasant as pictures with a smooth background. 
 

• Wear camouflage  
Or blue. 
 

• How to approach perching birds. 
◦ If you have moved fast do not stop abruptly when you see a bird. Instead slow 

down. Sudden changes get detected more. 
◦ Do not make sudden moves 
◦ Turn off your cell phone 
◦ Do not walk straight to the bird, walk in zigzags. 
◦ Walk toe to heel - keep weight on the back foot to reduce sudden noises. 
◦ Walk when the bird is not looking at you 
◦ Scared birds put their tail up and stop to look at you - be alert for that behavior 
◦ Do not stare directly at the bird's eyes 
◦ Shutters sound scares birds, so start shooting early - the bird will get used to 

your shutter sound 
◦ Sometimes juvenile birds will allow you to get closer, if this happens you are very 

lucky 
 



• Focus on the eye 
Use the eye of the bird that is nearest to you when it is perching. 
 

• Be patient  
And wait for the bird to start acting naturally. Try to capture interesting action. 
 

• Shoot lots of images.  
First shoot a single image, then take a look and make sure that the photo is sharp and in 
focus. If everything looks good, shoot the bird in bursts of 5-10 frames at a time.  
 

• Leave room in the frame 
Leave some space around the bird. You will want to try different crops of the photo later in 
post-production. If the bird fills your whole viewfinder, you are already too close. 
 
 
Birds in flight 
 
 

• Shutter speed of at least 1/1600th 
  Use 1/1600th of the second to freeze the action. You may go up to 1/4000th if the conditions 
allow it. 
 

• Raise the ISO.  
Very early in the morning or late in the afternoon as the sun is starting to set, use ISO of 1600. 
When the light starts to get brighter, you can drop down to ISO 800. This is necessary in 
order to be able to raise your shutter speed. 
 

• Time of day suitable for birds in flight 
You can safely photograph bids in flight until about two and half hours after sunrise and two 
and a half hours before sunset.  
 

• Keep the sun at your back  
This will minimize harsh shadows, especially in direct sunlight. Measure approximately 20 
degrees vertically with your hands one over the other - this is the zone where you want to 
shoot. If a bird is outside it, do not bother. Wait for the bird to get in the zone. 
 

• Birds like to take off facing the wind 
So if you want to catch them facing you the wind should be at your back. The perfect setup is 
if both the sun and the wind are at your back. 
 

• Use continuous drive 
As mentioned before, this may be called AI Servo (Canon) or Continuous/AF-C mode (Nikon) 
in your camera. 
 

• Use center point for focus  
To be able to quickly find your subject. 
 

• Use Manual mode 



Because background conditions may change and fool the auto exposure of your camera 
 

• Manual mode settings for birds in flight 
Start early. When you are unpacking your gear place the sun at your back. Set the ISO to 800 
and choose an f/stop of f/5.6 – f/8. Take a photo of a white or silver object (e.g. a car or a sign) 
that is in the 20 degree vertical zone you will shoot in. Look at the histogram and adjust the 
shutter speed until you move the histogram as far to the right as you can without any part of it 
touching the right edge. If your shutter speed is below 1/1600th of a second, adjust your ISO 
up until you achieve that speed for flying birds.  
 
 

Photography terms - a dictionary for beginners.  
 

TOP 5 most used photography terms  
and the camera modes they are used in.  

(Quick start guide for beginners) 
 
Start with this section if you do not understand the concepts of exposure, aperture, shutter 
speed and ISO. 
 

• Exposure 
Exposure is how bright or dark an image is. An image is created when the sensor inside the 
camera (or the film) is exposed to light. Dark photos are called underexposed, meaning they 
were not exposed to enough light. Bright photos are called overexposed which means they 
were exposed to too much light. Exposure is controlled through aperture, shutter speed and 
ISO and can be automatic, manual or done with exposure compensation which is kind of a 
semi-automatic way to set the exposure. Exposure is subjective - although the camera will 
propose an automatic exposure that could suit most conditions, there is no right exposure - 
different people like brighter or darker photos. 
 

• Exposure Compensation 
Exposure compensation is telling the camera you want the exposure to be brighter or darker. 
Exposure compensation can be used in some automated modes and semi-automated modes 
like aperture priority, shutter priority or porgram-auto. It is measured in stops of light, with 
negative numbers resulting in a darker image and positive ones creating a brighter shot.  So if 
you set exposure compensation to +1 (also known as EV +1) the camera will shoot brighter 
than normal images always or until you remove the compensation. Whether you are in a dark 
room or outside, the picture will be always slightly brighter than the automatically measured 
one would be. Setting exposure compensation to +2 will be an even brighter image. When 
you set Exposure Compensation to -1 it will always show a darker image than the 
automatically measured one.  
 

• Aperture 
Aperture is the size of the opening inside the lens. Every lens has such an opening inside it 
through which the light passes. It acts like a window - large windows let in more light, while 
small ones let in less light. A wide open aperture will let more light into the image for a 
brighter photo, and a smaller aperture will let in less light. Aperture is measured in f-stops; a 



small f-stop like f/1.8 is a wide opening, a large f-stop like f/22 is a very narrow one. Aperture 
is one of three camera settings that determine the exposure of an image or how bright or dark 
it is. Aperture also affects how much of the image is in focus - wide apertures result in 
unfocused background while narrow apertures keep more of the image sharp. 
A camera has different automatic and semi-automatic modes. The most notable modes that 
use aperture are the "Manual" and "Aperture Priority" ones.  
Manual mode, as the name suggests, lets you change manually any setting of the camera to 
directly affect the exposure of the image. So if you are in manual mode and shoot one image 
at aperture of F/2.8 and then another image at F/8 the second one will be much darker than 
the first one. 
Aperture Priority mode acts a little bit different, because it is a semi-automatic mode. In it both 
pictures taken at F/2.8 and at F/8 will be equally exposed (will look equally bright). How is this 
possible? In the case of a camera that automatically adjusts other settings to compensate for 
the larger aperture, it auto-adjusts the shutter speed, which is one of the other 2 components 
that affect exposure. Shooting in Aperture Priority mode is useful if you want to make a 
picture of deeper or shallower focus areas without changing the actual brightness (exposure) 
of the image. 
 

• Shutter Speed  
The shutter is the part of the camera that opens and closes to take the picture by letting light 
in. The shutter speed is how long that shutter stays open. The speed is measured in seconds 
or fractions of a second, like 1/200 s. or 1”. The “ symbol is often used to designate an entire 
second. The longer the shutter stays open, the more light it lets in. But anything that was 
moving while the shutter was open becomes blurry, and if the entire camera was moving 
while the shutter was open the whole image would be blurry - that is why tripods are 
necessary for slower shutter speeds. 
The camera modes in which the shutter speed is adjusted are usually "Manual" and "Shutter 
Priority". 
In Manual mode when you shoot one picture at shutter speed of 1/60s and another at 1/200s 
the second picture will be much darker than the first one, because the light was passing 
through the lens for much shorter time. 
In "Shutter Priority" mode both pictures taken at 1/60s and 1/200s will be equally exposed 
(bright). How is this possible? The camera automatically adjusts the aperture to compensate 
for the faster shutter speed. So when the shutter is faster (letting in much shorter interval of 
light) the aperture is open wider (letting in much more light). 
 
You can think of the camera settings as a water tap filling in a cup. How full the cup is, is the 
exposure (how bright the image is). Let us say that the default exposure is a cup that is half 
full. 
You can open the water tap all the way to the end for just 1 second and close it again to fill 
half a cup. You can also open the water tap to produce just a trickle of water and wait for a 
whole minute before the cup is halfway full. In both cases you get half a cup (same brightness 
of the image), but in one of them you get it by increasing the volume of the water (opening the 
aperture) and in the other the duration for which you wait the water to fill half of the cup (the 
shutter speed).  
 
In Shutter Priority mode you tell the camera to fill the cup halfway in 5 seconds (shutter speed) 
and it adjusts the tap opening (aperture) to achieve half a cup in 5 seconds.  
 



In Aperture Priority mode you tell the camera to fill the cup halfway by setting the water tap 
opening you desire (aperture) and the camera measures how long to let the  water run 
(shutter speed) in order to achieve this. 
 
In manual mode you are free to set any water duration (shutter speed) and tap opening 
(aperture) to achieve any exposure you wish - the camera is not helping you in any way. So to 
produce your picture you need to experiment. Set some shutter speed and aperture opening 
and if the picture is too bright either increase the shutter speed or reduce the aperture, and if 
the picture is too dark either open the aperture more or reduce the shutter speed. 
 
And if you need a brighter picture but still want the camera to help you in Shutter Priority or 
Aperture Priority modes, just increase the exposure compensation to +1, which will instruct 
the camera to fill the cup to the top (produce a brighter picture).  
 
There is an automatic mode called "Program Auto" where the camera chooses both shutter 
speed and aperture priority for you and when you tell the camera to change the program to a 
higher or a lower one it chooses a different combination of shutter and aperture while keeping 
the exposure the same. 
 

• ISO 
 
The ISO determines how sensitive the camera is to light. For example, a lower ISO of 100 
means that the camera is not very sensitive, which is good for shooting in the daylight. A 
higher ISO of 3200 means that the camera is very sensitive to light, so you can use that 
higher ISO for getting shots in low light. The trade-off is that images at high ISOs are more 
grainy (we call this noise) and the details in them are less noticeable because of this. ISO is 
combined with aperture and shutter speed to get a proper exposure. 
 
Using our water cup example from above you can think of ISO as the quality of the liquid that 
is poured in the cup. If you want to use the same water duration (shutter speed) and the same 
tap opening (aperture) to fill more of the cup you need to add something else to the cup - for 
example sand. This will fill your cup more, but with a water of a lower quality - it will have 
grains of sand in it, the same as the grains that can be seen on pictures taken at a higher ISO.  
 
Why would anyone want to use a lower quality picture? Sometimes you need to make 
sacrifices. Let us say you want to shoot a concert on a dimly lit stage. At ISO 100 your 
camera will produce a perfect image, but for that to happen it will need enough light. You 
cannot light up the scene more, because using flash will disturb the audience and the 
performers. You open your aperture to the maximum, but it is still not enough. You reduce the 
shutter speed to 1/2 of the second, but this produces a blurry image when you hold the 
camera by hand, because your hand is not steady enough to keep the camera from not 
moving at all for half a second. Then you put the camera on a tripod eliminating the shaking of 
your hand, but you cannot stop the performers from moving, so you get a perfect picture of 
the non-moving parts of the scenery (the stage and decor), but the moving performers 
become blurs. In that case, if you want to capture the whole action you decide to sacrifice part 
of the quality of the picture and increase the ISO. The resulting image is less sharp and has 
some noise in it (picture noise, not audio noise - it is grainy), but at least everything is visible 
and people looking at the picture will know what is actually happening on the stage. 
 



 
 

Top 25 most used photography terms  
In this section you will find short explanations for most of the terms used in this toolkit. 
 

• Aperture  
See the previous section, this is included in top 5 terms. 
 

• Al Servo or Continuous Focus (Continuous drive)  
Normally, when you press the camera button half way the auto-focus locks onto the subject 
and stays locked. But with Al Servo or Continuous auto-focus the auto-focus continues 
working while the button is pressed. When in a single auto-focus mode, if the subject (or the 
camera) moves, the shot will become out of focus. With continuous drive the auto-focus 
system will continue focusing until you take the actual photo, so the subject is still sharp, even 
if they move. It is essential to use this camera setting for photographing moving objects. 
Single focus can be useful when shooting non-moving subjects in order to quickly select the 
part you want to focus on. For example you can keep the focus point in the middle of the 
camera, point it to the eyes of the person you want to make portrait of, half-press the shutter 
button to keep the focus on the eyes, and then move the camera so that the person is more 
centered in the picture. Taking the picture the focus stays on the eyes and is not disturbed by 
the re-framing of the picture. 
 

• Aspect Ratio 
If you have ever printed photos before, you have probably noticed that a 13/18 print usually 
crops out some parts from the original image. That is due to aspect ratio. Aspect ratio is the 
ratio of the height to width. A 13/18 ratio can be expressed as 2.16/3, but a standard image is 
usually 2/3 (or sometimes 3/4) which means part of the image will be left out when trying to 
make it fit the different aspect ratio. You can change the aspect ratio in your camera if you 
know how you would like to print your image, or you can crop your photo when you edit it to 
the right print ratio. You probably are used to seeing the aspect ratio in video and computer 
screens as 4x3 and 16x9 - this is the same thing, but for photos. 
 

• Bokeh 
Bokeh is the name given to the collection of the circles created when lights are out of focus in 
an image. It is a neat effect to have in the background of a photo, created through wide 
apertures. 
 

• Burst Mode 
You can take photos one by one. Or you can turn the burst mode on and the camera will 
continue taking photos as long as you hold the button down, or until the buffer is full (which 
means the camera cannot process any more). Burst speeds are different depending on the 
camera, some are faster than others. Burst speed is measured in “fps” or frames (pictures) 
per second.  
 

• Depth of Field 
Depth of field is a term in photography that refers to how much of the image is in focus. The 
camera will focus on one point in the distance, but there is a range of distance in front and 
behind that point that stays sharp. That is the depth of field. Portraits often have a soft, 



unfocused background. We say they have a shallow depth of field. Landscapes, on the other 
hand, often have more of the image in focus - both the mountains in the distance and the 
grass/lake in front are sharp. We call this a large depth of field - a big range of distance stays 
sharp. 
 

• Digital Vs. Optical 
Digital and optical are important terms to understand when buying a new camera. Digital 
means the effect is achieved through software and not by physical parts of the camera. 
Optical is almost always better than digital in terms of quality. These terms are usually used 
when referring to zoom (on a compact camera) as well as image stabilization. 
 

• Exposure 
See the top 5 terms above 
 

• Exposure Compensation 
See the top 5 terms above 
 

• Focus 
When your eyes focus on an object that is close to you, the objects further away will appear 
blurry. The photography term “focus” has the same meaning. Something that is in focus is 
sharp, while a subject that is out-of-focus is blurry. Different focus areas determine if the 
camera is focusing on multiple points or on a single point that you select. 
 

• Flash Sync 
You already know that the flash is a burst of bright light. Flash sync determines the time the 
flash fires. Normally, the flash fires at the beginning of the photo, but you can change that by 
changing the flash sync mode. For example, the rear curtain flash sync mode tells the flash to 
fire at the end of the photo instead of the beginning. 
 

• Histogram 
In photography a histogram is a chart that depicts how many bright and dark pixels there are 
in an image. If the chart peak is toward the left, the image has a lot of dark tones. If the chart 
peaks to the right, the image has a lot of bright tones. If the chart of the peak is cut off at the 
edges, the image is called underexposed (if it is cut off at the left edge) or overexposed (if cut 
off on the right edge). A histogram is useful to learn right after you gain a good understanding 
of manual modes. 
 

• Hot Shoe 
Hot shoe is the slot at the top of a camera where you add accessories, like an additional flash.  
 

• ISO 
See the top 5 terms above. 
 

• Long Exposure 
A long exposure is a shot that has been exposed for a long time, which means that slow 
shutter speed was used. This technique is useful for taking pictures of still objects in low light, 
or rendering moving objects into an artistic blur. Long exposure during the night can produce 
some pretty amazing results. For example, this is the technique often used for capturing star 



trails. 
 

• Manual 
Manual mode allows you to set the exposure instead of having the camera do it automatically. 
In manual, you choose the shutter speed, aperture  and ISO, and those choices affect  how 
bright or dark the image is. Semi-automatic modes include aperture priority (where you only 
choose the aperture), shutter priority (where you only choose the shutter speed) and 
programmed auto (where you choose a combination of aperture and shutter speed together 
instead of setting them individually). Manual can also refer to manual focus, or focusing by 
hand instead of using the auto-focus. 
 

• Metering 
Using manual mode is not complete guesswork. A light meter built into the camera helps you 
take decisions, indicating if the camera thinks the image is over or under exposed. Metering is 
actually based on a middle gray color, so having brighter or darker objects in the image can 
confuse the metering and it may not be too accurate. Different modes of metering indicate 
how the meter is reading the light. In matrix metering mode the camera is reading the light 
from the entire scene. Center-weighted metering measures only what is at the center of the 
frame and spot metering measures the light based on where your focus point is. 
 

• Noise 
Noise means those little flecks in an image, also sometimes called grain. Images taken at 
high ISOs have a lot of noise, so it is best to use the lowest ISO you can  afford for the 
amount of light in the scene and the results you wish to accomplish. 
 

• RAW 
RAW is a type of file that gives the photographer more control over photo editing. RAW can 
be considered a digital negative, as opposed to the default JPEG file type that has already 
been processed a bit. While JPEG is more universal, RAW requires special software to open 
it. Although the format is called RAW, this does not necessarily mean the files are with 
the .raw extension, there are many RAW format extensions in existence. Depending on the 
manufacturer of your camera or imaging software they can be: .crw .cr2 (Canon), .nef .nrw 
(Nikon), .arw .srf .sr2 (Sony), .orf (Olympus), .pef .ptx (Pentax), .raw .rw2 (Panasonic), .raw  
.rwl dng (Leica), srw (Samsung), x3f (Sigma), .bay (Casio), .dcs .dcr .drf .k25 .kdc (Kodak),  
.mdc (Minolta, Agfa),.3fr (Hasselblad), .fff (Imacon/Hasselblad raw), .dng (Adobe) etc. 
 

• Rule of Thirds 
This is a rule for composition that suggests imagining the image has been divided into three 
parts both horizontally and vertically. Often the most interesting photos result in placing the 
subject on one of the intersections of those imaginary lines, instead of in the center of the 
photo. 
 

• Shutter Speed 
The shutter is that part of the camera that opens and closes to let light in and take a picture. 
The shutter speed is how long that shutter stays open, measured in seconds or fractions of a 
second, like 1/200 s. or 1$ , with the # symbol often used to designate an entire second. The 
longer the shutter stays open, the more the light that passes through. But, anything that 
moves while the shutter is open will be a blur, and if the entire camera moves while the 



shutter is open, the whole image will be blurry. That is why you should use tripods for longer 
shutter speeds. 
 

• Shutter Release 
That is the button you press to take the picture.  
 

• Time Lapse 
A time lapse is a video created from photos taken of the same thing at different times. These 
videos usually have the effect of showing fast moving time - clouds, streets, day-to-night 
scenes, moving stars etc. Do not confuse a time lapse with a long exposure, which is a single 
image with a long shutter speed. 
 

• Viewfinder 
That is the hole you look through to take the picture. Some digital cameras do not have one 
and just use the screen, but all DSLRs and many mirrorless cameras use them. 
 

• White Balance 
Your eyes automatically adjust to different types of light sources, but a camera cannot do that. 
Using the right white balance setting will make what is white in the real world actually appear 
white in the photo. There is an auto white balance setting, but like any automatic setting it is 
not always accurate in its guessing. That is why sometimes you take an image and it looks 
very blue or very yellow. You can use a preset value based on what light you are shooting in 
like sun or tungsten light bulbs, or you can take a picture of a white object in the setting where 
you will be shooting and manually set the white balance. 


