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INTRODUCTION TO 
MACRO PHOTOGRAPHY

Robert Thompson FRPS FIPF

PART THREE

I shoot virtually all of my images in the wild with the exception of some subjects and those that 
require the studio and magnifications above 2X (twice life-size). Most of these are beyond the 
scope of field photography and require a focusing rail and flash to arrest movement.

Many photographers these days prefer to shoot ‘close-up’s’ freehand. I take virtually every image 
I can on a tripod and there are several advantages in doing so. First of all, it allows you to 
compose your subject accurately and provides stability; it can be tiring on the arms and virtually 
impossible to maintain accurate focus and composition when handholding in the field. Second, 
you can also work at the cameras optimum ISO; choose and maintain a precise point of focus, 
thus keeping consistency in your images. Also, you can use any combination of aperture/shutter 
speeds; this is especially significant when working in woodlands, where light levels are naturally 
lower.

PHOTOGRAPHING IN THE FIELD

Flower meadows, Cirque de Troumouse French Pyrenees.
Nikon D850 14-24mm ultra wide angle lens, at f/11.
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One of the great advantages of macro photography is the wealth of subject material available all 
year round. Gardens, woodlands and meadows can provide an endless amount of material 
throughout the seasons to experiment and refine one’s technique. Being technically experienced, 
however, does not guarantee success; some degree of knowledge and understanding of your 
subject is essential if you want to portray it in a way that reflects its biology and behaviour.

PHOTOGRAPHING THROUGH THE SEASONS
The coming of spring marks the start of the macro photographer’s year with a floral explosion of 
colour. Butterflies, moths and emerging insects provide a wealth of subject material to get the 
photographic sap rising. Many insects have a relatively short flight period and it's important to 
plan in advance otherwise you may lose out and have to wait until the following year. This is 
equally true with flowers. I do a lot of my research during the winter months especially when 
planning trips and workshops abroad for the following year. Summer marks the high point in the 
macro calendar insect diversity is at its peak, temperatures are frequently high, and daylight 
hours are long. Early morning and late evening sorties tend to be cooler, and the light is more 
favourable to creative imagery. Autumn is the annual migration season for the macro 
photographer; insects and flowers are now past their best and fungi begin to emerge. Fallen 
leaves in a variety of shapes and colours along with autumnal reflections in water provide 
endless possibilities for abstract compositions. The shoreline is also well worth exploring with an 
abundance of subject material to keep you motivated through the autumn and winter months.

Novo Explora T20 Carbon fibre Pro; an excellent all-round tripod providing solid stability with the 
advantage of lightness and the capability of working at ground level.
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FLORA & FAUNA
It has often been said that photographing static 
subjects in the wild such as flowers and fungi present 
little or no real challenge. I disagree with this 
statement; in fact, I find these subjects considerably 
more challenging in terms of trying to create 
something that is visually and graphically strong 
rather than a typical record shot. I also dislike the 
term ‘record shot’, it’s a frequently used cliché when a 
photograph fails to meet our expectations. We 
convince ourselves that the situation on this occasion 
did not lend itself to a successful outcome. Or, 
perhaps the shortcoming lay with us?

When photographing flowers is always good practice 
to take a little time and look carefully at the choice of 
specimens available. Pay particular attention to the 
overall condition and structure of the plant, its position 
in relation to the background and whether it’s in 
contrasting light. Learning to see creatively takes time 
but with practice, it becomes intuitive as to what 
works and what doesn’t. It’s easy at the start, when 
faced with multiple possibilities, to become carried 

Early Purple Orchid Orchis mascula.
Nikon D850, 14-24mm ultra wide angle lens at f/11.

Early Purple Orchid Orchis mascula.
Nikon D850, 200 mm Micro Nikkor at f/11.
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away and photograph the first plant you see, only to 
walk thirty yards further on and discover a much better 
specimen in a more idyllic setting. Your time and effort 
has been wasted on the first example, which you are 
unlikely ever to use. My own approach to flower 
photography, when arriving at a location for the first 
time, is one of exploration first. I like to spend fifteen or 
twenty minutes evaluating the site and the quality of the 
material before I reach for a camera, by then I will have 
already made initial choices and formulated some 
thoughts and ideas. Lens selection is an important 
issue here and will be chosen on the basis of my 
compositional thoughts and ideas. If you prefer an 
environmental in-situ interpretation, then it's worth 
paying attention to the general appearance of the 
habitat around your subject carefully removing any bits 
of foliage that would potentially create a distraction. Aim 
for relatively isolated subjects with attractive vistas or 
interesting habitat behind them; they often have the 
strongest impact.

Photographing insects requires a lot more patience and 
a little forward planning. You generally have little control 
over the background if you’re photographing them in a 
totally natural setting. If there’s a distracting element, 
then often a slight positional shift with the camera can 
make the difference in eliminating it from the frame. 
Many images these days are often contrived, and the 
subject manipulated into a more favourable position 
photographically. This is fine if the insect appears 
natural and unharmed. However, inexperienced 
photographers often place them on vegetation that they 
would never normally rest on, primarily because 
photographically, it looks good, even if it’s not natural… 
but there’s no harm in this. What is more annoying are 
those photographs, which are frequently published and 
bear the hallmarks of unethical practice; these are easy 
to spot by those who are conversant on the biology and 
ecology of the subject.

Insects are, of course, cold-blooded, and their level of 
activity is relative to the ambient temperature. I prefer to 
work in the early morning or the late afternoon and 
evening. These are the best times for getting 
atmospheric shots when the temperature is cooler and 
the light softer and more directional. There is a richness 
and quality about natural light that cannot be emulated 
with any artificial light source. Visiting a meadow or woodland ride very early in the morning or in 
the late evening and carefully searching the vegetation often reveals roosting butterflies and 
other insects, which you can easily approach with a tripod and photograph. While the 
temperature remains below the threshold for flight, they will stay low down in the vegetation.

Herb Robert Geranium robertianum 
D850, 200 mm Micro Nikkor at f/8.

Slender Scotch Burnet Zygaena loti
D850 200 mm micro Nikkor lens f/11.
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Overcast conditions are also ideal for rending detail and texture in subjects; I prefer this light as it 
works well for the vast majority of subjects. Sometimes images can lack a little vibrancy and 
contrast. This is easily improved by the addition of a little fill-in flash. I try to avoid photographing 
in full sun, but this is not always possible, especially when working abroad. In these situations, I 
try and target individuals that are relatively well isolated from surrounding vegetation to reduce 
shadows on the foliage, which can be a bit distracting. When at flight temperature, insects are 
more wary and fly easily if they feel threatened. It’s a good idea to keep below the skyline as this 
emphasises your outline and movement to a greater degree. Also, don’t place yourself between 
your quarry and the sun, it will either reorientate itself or fly off!

Swallowtail Papilio machaon ssp. gorganus
Nikon D850, 200mm Micro Nikkor at f/11.

One of the most annoying problems for any 
macro photographer is the wind. Many other 
difficulties can be overcome in most cases, but 
dealing with a persistent breeze can be an 
extremely frustrating experience. I have, over the 
years, developed a few bits of equipment to help 
with the problem, which is discussed at length in 
my last photography publication entitled, Close-
up & Macro (A Photographer’s Guide). However, 
if the wind is strong then there is little that you 
can do other than retire to the pub and return 
another day. Full sunlight is another challenging 
issue, especially when photographing plants. 
Using diffusers in combination with fill flash is one way of dealing with this problem.

Wind shield and stem stabiliser.
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A FINAL THOUGHT 
The process of creating successful images irrespective of where your photographic interest lies 
is the result of practice, technical know-how, a creative mind and above all patience. Don’t 
expect to get it right every time. As photographers, none of us would claim to produce visually 
eye-catching images with every push of the shutter. Light, composition, lens selection and an 
interesting subject form the core of a great photograph. Getting all of these elements into a 
single image is a tall order even for the most accomplished photographers. Learning to 
recognise subjects that are pictorially or graphically strong comes with practice. Those 
photographers that can amalgamate artistic vision with technical competency are what 
separates them from the rest. The photographic bar is high these days and making your mark is 
perhaps more challenging than ever. Learning from other talented photographers in the field is 
important but develop your own style and aim beyond what has already been accomplished!

For further information on Robert’s latest book entitled.

CLOSE-UP & MACRO PHOTOGRAPHY
ITS ART AND FIELDCRAFT TECHNIQUES

https://www.amazon.co.uk  www.robertthompsonphotography.com 
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