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Green Pergesa Pergesa acteus
Nikon D810, 105mm Micro Nikkor + 1.7x converter, at f/16.
INTRODUCTION

Since the digital revolution, there has been a noticeable increase among photographers keen to
explore the smaller world in close-up. Historically, it has, for many years, been overlooked by
nature photographers keen to focus their attention on the more impressive subjects that are often
depicted on our television screens. However, advances in camera electronics and lens
performance, in addition to the numerous articles published online and in the photographic press
have promoted its popularity among the masses. Butterflies, bugs and flowers are now seen in a
whole new light, their colours, structure and form provide a whole range of possibilities for those
who are looking for a fresh perspective, or a change in direction to their photography.
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Historically, macro photography was often regarded as a specialist field, practised by those who
had a natural history knowledge or background. Many beginners often found it challenging, but
with a little knowledge and persistence, you can achieve some excellent results even with very
modest equipment. One of the great advantages about engaging with the smaller world is the
fact that you don’t need to venture far from your own door to find something interesting to
photograph.

Black and Red Froghopper Cercopis vulnerata
Nikon D810, 105mm Micro Nikkor + 1.7x converter, at f/22.

I must emphasise from the start that this is not a typical ‘how-to-do’ article, but rather an overview
and discussion of my own particular views and approach to macro photography, which is based
on over twenty-five years of professional experience in this field. I’m an advocate of the ‘get-itright-in camera’ philosophy; a discipline firmly ingrained in me from my medium format days. I
use Photoshop only as a means to tweak my photographs and downsize for the web. I do not
have the time to devote countless hours to tweaking and manipulating images that fall short of
my expectations.
MACRO TERMINOLOGY

It is worth pointing out from the start that the word “Macro” is a term frequently and incorrectly
misused by many, particularly camera and lens manufacturers to describe a “close-up facility” on
a lens mobile phone or compact. Let’s be clear from the start the definition of macro photography
(‘Photomacrography’) in the true sense relates to magnifications from 1:1 (life-size) to around
20:1. Photographing subjects below life-size is generally referred to as ‘Close-up Photography’,
which is the category that the vast majority of photographers and their images fall into. However,
for the purpose of our discussion and to reduce confusion I will use the word “macro” in the
general context when discussing close-up photography as a whole.
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Another term which photographers find confusing is magnification and reproduction ratio. When
we talk about magnification in macro photography we are describing the relationship between the
actual size of the subject being photographed and its image size or reproduction ratio on the
camera’s sensor. The term reproduction ratio is the relationship between the two usually
expressed as ¼, ½, ¾ and “life-size”, or 1:1 etc. Photographing any subject below life-size
means that it will appear on the sensor smaller than its true size conversely, photographing a
subject at 2:1 (twice its natural size) would mean it appears at twice its normal size on the
imaging sensor. Having an understanding of these terms is important especially when we want to
photograph subjects or part of them beyond their true size.

Scarlet Elf Cup Sarcoscypha coccinea
Nikon D810, 105mm Micro Nikkor at f/16. Example of different reproduction sizes up to life-size. 1:1.
HAVING A PHOTOGRAPHIC PLAN

It’s important from the start to define your aims and objectives; what you want to achieve in your
photography; this is important and will help you to focus on your goals and aspirations. If your
objective is to sell your work, then you need to consider your approach carefully from the start.

European Columbine Aquilegia vulgaris
Nikon D800, 200mm Micro Nikkor at f/8.
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Postman Heliconius-melpomone
Nikon D3X, 200mm Micro Nikkor, at f/11.
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Breaking into a photographic market that is already heavily saturated with imagery from just
about everywhere you can think of is far from easy, however having said that it is not impossible.
Creating successful photographs routinely is a challenging business in any photographic field;
technical competency is only one aspect, but this on its own is insufficient. Developing a
discerning and artistic eye for detail are qualities that come with experience and hours of practice
in the field; there are no shortcuts that I’ve discovered! Having a clear understanding of what the
market requires and what currently sells is also essential. Trends come and go; what might have
been in vogue ten years ago does not necessarily mean that it’s still common practice today.
Digital technology has provided the tools and equipment to achieve imagery that in the past
would have been challenging to achieve outside a specialised studio set up.

Hairy Dragonfly Brachytron pratense
Nikon D800 300mm + ext tube, at f/11.

Another point worth deliberating is whether you are purely interested in an aesthetic or scientific
representation, both approaches are okay, but the final result can be somewhat different. In my
experience, I find much more demand for subjects that reflect their natural behaviour, in
particular, those set in the context of their environment. and have a pictorial quality about them,
but are still, from an ecological point of view, correct. The photographic requirements of natural
history publishing are often somewhat different than those of the photographic press/something I
have always been mindful of over the years. In part two of this article, I will focus on some of the
different types of equipment that will allow you to explore this fascinating world and the
creatures and plants that are found there.
For further information on Robert’s latest macro book entitled.
CLOSE-UP & MACRO PHOTOGRAPHY
ITS ART AND FIELDCRAFT TECHNIQUES
https://www.amazon.co.uk www.robertthompsonphotography.com
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