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Introduction

Photographing the natural world can be 
frustrating when an animal fails to appear or else 
does not behave as anticipated. 

Yet, when everything gels – the setting, the light and 
the wildlife – it is immensely rewarding. 

I’m Heather Angel, welcome to your course on 
Wildlife and Nature Photography.  

We will look at how to gain an understanding of light, 
exposure and composition using the right equipment 
to take memorable animal portraits, action shots and 
photo stories. 

I have been lucky enough to earn a living as a wildlife 
photographer for several decades. Welcome to lesson 
one – Making a Start – which will cover equipment, 
metering and composition.

Heather Angel
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Course Curriculm
Lesson One: Making a Start

This lesson covers how to approach wild 
animals using the equipment which is 
best suited for getting photographs of 
birds and mammals as well as macro 
shots of insects.  There is also guidance 
on metering – including tricky subjects 
such as white birds in the snow as well as 
shots with large shadow areas. Examples 
of different types of lighting – front, side 
and back, including silhouettes – are all 
illustrated and explained.  Finally, there 

are examples of how to best to frame different subjects so as to achieve a 
striking composition.

Lesson Two: Animal Portraits
Taking frame-filling animal portraits, 
whether large or small animals, requires 
care and thought about the lighting and 
composition  We will look at ways to 
light animal portraits, including using 
fill-flash to in-fill shadows and gain a 
catchlight in a black eye surrounded 
by black fur or feathers.  Your own 
garden can be a rich resource of wildlife 
subjects especially if a bird bath and a 
bird feeder are provided.  If the feeder 

can be positioned near a window in the house, this makes a handy hide – 
especially on wet days! Finally, guidance is also given on how to photograph 
mini-beasts, including insects, frogs and toads.

Lesson Three: Animals in Action
Taking action shots of birds and mammals 
– including baby animals – is more 
difficult than static portraits, but great 
fun when they work. Baby animals are 
particularly rewarding – whether playing 
on their own or with their parents or 
siblings. Action can be frozen by using 
a fast shutter speeed and in poor light 
it may be necessary to increase the ISO. 
Moving animals can also be captured 
in creative ways including panning the 
camera in the same direction as the 

animal is moving and by using a slow shutter speed.

Lesson Four: Nature Tamed and Wild
This final week looks at taking wildlife 
in cities, collections and zoos as well as 
in wilderness areas. The pros and cons 
of taking captive versus wild animals 
is also covered. Advice is given for 
photographing animals in aquaria, how to 
compose images of wildlife in the habitat 
and points to look for when selecting 
a wildlife photo tour. Finally, ideas are 
given for shooting photo stories as well 
as keeping an open eye for a humorous 
wildlife shot.
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Introduction to Wildlife 
Photography: Making a Start

When a large herd of elephants approached our jeep in 
Botswana, as the sun dipped behind them at dusk, a wide 
angle seemed the obvious choice, but this also increased the 

sky area. 

Therefore, I switched to a telephoto for this shot gained as the herd 
walked on either side of our jeep. This time, I was in the right place at 
the right time. For consistent good wildlife images, patience is a crucial 
factor.  

A troop of snow monkeys that lives in a thermal valley in Japan enjoy bathing 
in a natural hot pool.  A gradual slow approach was made with a wide-angle 
lens to get this shot of the monkeys bathing in mid-winter. Remember the 
welfare of an animal should always come first. 

No photograph is worth stressing an animal or putting it at risk. In the long 
run, it will be more rewarding to quietly watch wildlife interacting rather than 
rushing around trying to grab many shots.

You will gain a closer approach to wildlife if you blend in with the surroundings 
– not camo clothing from head to toe, just subdued colours such as greens and 
browns instead of a white tee shirt. 

Avoid waterproof trousers and anoraks that rustle and any Velcro fastenings, 
since the ripping sound will scare some animals. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com


PAGE 5  

This great blue heron feeding its large chick 
on the nest was taken using a telephoto 
lens standing out in the open in a location, 

where many photographers converge, so the 
birds were used to people. 

Superb wildlife TV documentaries, as well as 
the myriad of images on the internet, have 
helped to encourage anyone with a camera and 
a reasonable tele-zoom lens to capture their 
own wildlife shots. 

Digital cameras give you instant feedback and 
frame-filling images of approachable animals 
are possible by standing back and zooming in. 

But not all wildlife requires a long lens; this shot 
of a tame robin in a public garden was taken 
with a 105mm macro lens, which was on the 
camera when the robin hopped into view!

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Compact digital cameras have the advantage of being small and 
lightweight, but the downsides are the small sized sensor and the way 
the camera is focused.  On a sunny day, it can be difficult to see the live 

view image unless a hood is fitted. 

Also, auto-focus is much slower in live view mode – especially with moving 
subjects. However, any type of camera with a ‘mega zoom’ X10 lens ranging 
from 30-300mm can be used to photograph animals in their habitat or 
several animals such as this flotilla of Australian pelicans taken at the wider 
end of a zoom lens. 

Some pelicans were 
standing on rocks beside 
the water, so I walked 
behind them until I could 
isolate one with water 
behind. The stance was 
perfect for a portrait or 
upright format using the 
telephoto end of a zoom 
lens. 

The bird fills the frame 
without parts of other 
pelicans encroaching 
into the shot.

If a zoom lens has a 
macro setting, it will 
be possible to zoom in 
for details such as the 
eye and part of the bill 
of a large bird such as 
the pelican as it stands 
motionless. 

Another downside of a 
compact camera is that 
holding a camera at 
arms length to see the 
live view, is much more 
likely to result in camera 
shake than by using a 
digital single lens reflex 
(DSLR) camera with your arms braced against your body.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Any camera that has a fixed focus point in the centre of the frame tends 
to make for less creative compositions. However, if the focus can be 
locked by slightly depressing the shutter release, the image can be 

recomposed. 

For this mother brown bear with her two cubs, the focus point was moved 

onto the mother using a Nikon D3 camera.  
Another mother bear with her cubs, with just the top of the cubs’ heads 
visible, was a touching fleeting moment.  The mother is checking there is no 
rogue male bear anywhere near her cubs, which are standing upright to peek 
over her body.  Both bear images were taken at Hallo Bay in Alaska with a 
500mm lens. 

Photo enthusiasts and pros opt to use 
DSLRs, which have optical viewfinders 
that are brighter and held up to the eye 
for viewing through the eyepiece, which 
makes for easier and faster focusing.   
DSLR cameras also have the option of 
interchangeable lenses and so offer more 
scope for varying the composition. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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The adult coot feeding its chick is not a fast action shot, yet the 
juxtaposition of the adult’s bill holding the green alga and the chick 
reaching out to feed with its open bill was also a fleeting moment. This is 

another example of where a DSLR camera scores.

 By zooming in on a 
Laysan albatross, it 
makes a tightly cropped 
vertical portrait and by 
using a limited depth 
of field with a fairly 
wide-open aperture, it 
also throws the yellow 
flowers out of focus 
both in front of and 
behind the bird. 

For an overview of a 
Cape gannet colony 
at sunrise, I climbed a 
tower and used a wide-
angle lens.  After taking 
several horizontal 
frames, I changed to 
a vertical format and 
waited for one bird to 
fly into the centre of the 
frame against the blue 
sky. 

Yes, the distant sea 
does cut across the 
centre of the frame, but 
the bird in flight takes 
your eye away from the 
line and is an example 
where breaking a rule 

can work.  Down on the ground, I switched to a tele lens to get a single pair of 
Cape gannets greeting each other by crossing their bills. 

Massed seabird colonies provide opportunities for capturing intimate cameos 
of life within a colony by 
using a zoom lens to home 
in on a pair or showing how 
neighbours interact.

A kingfisher on a fishing post 
was taken from inside a hide 
with a telephoto lens.  Such 
a lens enlarges the bird, but 
with the narrow angle of view, 
not much of the background 
is apparent.

Because there was no light 
beneath the trees, I had to 
use two flash heads – each 
supported on a Benbo tripod 
immersed in the river – to 
light the kingfisher. 

The negative space at the top 
is useful for placing a book 
title or a magazine masthead. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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The longer the lens, the greater the risk of camera shake, but fortunately 
many modern lenses have inbuilt Vibration Reduction (known as VR) or 
Image Stabilisation (known as IS) that reduces the risk of camera shake 

when hand-holding a camera.

This makes it easier to approach animals on foot without having to use a tripod. 
While image stabilisation compensates for camera movement, it does NOT 
solve the problem of subject movement.  Also, when these lenses are used with 
the camera on a tripod, remember to switch off VR or IS since it may contribute 
to camera movement as it ‘hunts’ for camera motion. 

Understanding the relationship between the shutter speed and aperture is 
crucial – especially when taking 
moving subjects. 

For this shot taken late in the day 
as sun beamed onto a curious otter, 
the ISO was 800 and the exposure 
1/500 at f/11. 

On a dull day with the same ISO, 
either the aperture would have to 
be opened up to say, f/5.6 or the 
ISO increased to maintain a shutter 
speed 1/500. 

If you go with the camera’s 
automatic exposure, you have no 
control over what combination of 
shutter speed and aperture will be 
used. 

But by using Shutter Priority (SP), 
this means you select the shutter 
speed and the camera selects the 
aperture. 

This is useful with active 
animals, but be sure 
to keep an eye on the 
aperture, because if more 
depth of field is required 
with a fast shutter speed, 
you may need to select a 
higher ISO. 

For this shot, I wanted 
just the whiskers sharp, so 
I used Aperture Priority 
(AP) and selected f/6.3 to 
gain a shallow depth of 
field. 

Because the sun was 
going in and out, the 
shutter speed varied with 
each shot. 

The best shutter speed 
to use will depend on 
whether an animal is 
active or resting.  

Clearly, animals at rest don’t need a fast shutter speed; whereas a bird in flight 
such as this Japanese crane needs a shutter speed of at least 1/250 second to 
freeze the majestic bird with outstretched wings.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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During the autumn, the repeated clashes of antlers are heard as 
stags fight one another for their harem. Deer parks are easier for 
photography than a forest because the open areas provide a clearer 

view to see and photograph the deer in action.   These two red deer stags 
are fighting with their antlers interlocked.   Be sure to stand back with a long 
lens at this time of year. 

A pair of stags standing up to box each other with their front legs is not 
such a common site.  Two Père David stags were boxing in a Chinese nature 
reserve on a cold winter’s day. 

These deer are unusual in that after they have shed their large branched 
antlers they grow a small stubby set seen here.  To freeze all movement 

of the boxing or, 
indeed, interlocking 
antlers, a shutter 
speed of at least 
1/250 second is 
needed.

A big plus of digital 
cameras is the 
ability to change 
the ISO rating frame 
by frame.  With 
plenty of light on a 
sunny day, 200 ISO 
is fine for gaining 
a reasonably fast 
shutter speed of 
1/250 second.  

But on cloudy days 
or when working 
inside a forest, the 
light level drops 
considerably and it 
may be necessary to 
increase the ISO to 
gain a shutter speed 
of 1/250 second. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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The mother gibbon and her baby moving through 
a Chinese tropical rainforest, was a hand-held 
shot with a 400mm lens, using an ISO of 2500 on 

a Nikon D3 – to gain an exposure of 1/ 640  second at 
f/5.6.  

On another day, the same mother with her baby 
was hanging from a branch with one hand ready to 
swing through the trees. With a gap in the canopy, 
the lighting was better here, but because the gibbons 
were further away, I had to select a longer focal length 
and hence a faster shutter speed.  

In both shots, fill flash was used because I was 
shooting against 
the light. 

Whenever there are 
areas of white in an 
image, it is sensible 
to check they are 
not overexposed, 
by switching on 
the highlights 
and checking the 
monitor on the 
camera.  

If most of the 
white area flashes 
then they are 
overexposed and 
so either a smaller 
aperture needs 
to be selected or 
a faster shutter 
speed. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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This puffin with a wide-
open bill is conveying 
a threat display.

Histograms are a simple 
way to check the exposure. 
With a correct exposure, 
the bottom line extends to 
both the left and the right 
edge of the graph.

 It is worth checking a 
histogram before a long 
shoot with the same 
lighting. If it stops short 
of each side, we say the 
shadows (to the left) or the 
highlights (to the right) are 
clipped. 

The histogram for the 
puffin against blue sky 
shows four peaks, the left 
represents the black areas 
and the others represent 
the blue, grey and red 
areas, with the pure white 
as a small peak towards the 
right edge. 

But don’t spend too much 
time looking at the monitor 
(known as ‘chimping’). 

Getting an eye-catching photo for a book jacket is never easy.  The subject 
needs to convey the content and there must be space at the top for the title. 

For a book on 
puffins, I needed 
a new shot for 
the jacket, so 
a boatman left 
me all day on a 
small island off 
the west coast of 
Scotland. By the 
time the puffins 
returned from 
fishing it was 
raining.  

As a puffin 
landed with 
pearl-like 
raindrops on 
top of its head, 
I visualised 
the shot, but 
because puffins 
constantly look 
from side to 
side, it took 
ages before one 
looked directly 
into the 200-
400mm lens.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Shadows of animals on uniform ground, such as dry earth or 
sand, can create a dramatic element to the composition.  
One moment an African penguin was walking up a sandy 

beach towards me and suddenly it turned to create the Concorde-
like shadow. 

I had to rapidly change from a vertical to a horizontal framing 
and pull back on the zoom to include both the penguin and its 
shadow. 

 Try to make sure at least the head of an animal is well lit; if not, 
and providing it will tolerate you moving slightly, change the 
camera position to get a better shot.  On a sunny day, the colours 
of fur or feathers will show up best when they are well lit by 
natural light. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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For example, the glorious colours of the eyespots on peacock’s tail 
feathers are revealed in sunlight but are spoilt if flash is added as a light 
source from another direction.  A fool proof way to photograph is with 

the sun shining from behind you, so it beams onto the front of the subject. 

This is how I took a captive red squirrel feeding inside a large walk through 
enclosure.  Watch out when using this light early or late in the day because 
long shadows cast by your body, may land on the animal and spoil the shot. 

The front lighting 
has really brought 
out the lovely red 
coat.

Get ready for the 
moment when 
a squirrel stops 
feeding, raises 
and turns its head 
before it moves off.  
This was how I took 
a different animal 
with darker ear 
tufts, by crouching 
down holding the 
camera vertically.

Red squirrels lose 
their ear tufts in summer so this is not the best season to take them.Shooting 
against the light or contre jour, is a creative way 
to light subjects and it is great for revealing 
spines and hairs. 

However, more care has to be taken when 
pointing the camera towards the sun, that the 
light does not shine directly into the lens and 
cause flare, as it reflects on inner lens elements 
to produce bright streaks on the image. 
Using a lens hood on the camera, reduces 
the risk of unwanted flare; although some 
photographers like to use flare in a creative 
way.  The sun was dropping towards the horizon 
when I encountered some kangaroos, so I 
decided to use backlighting to rim light one to 
accentuate the body outline.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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White scenes – such as these white swans on snow – are high key 
subjects that have to be metered with care.  If no adjustment is 
made to the in-camera metering, the image will appear grey and 

underexposed; because the camera meters reflected light and attempts 

to make it a mid-grey tone.  For a correct exposure, the camera will need 
opening up around 1 stops. 

If possible, I use an average toned area (grey rock or matt green leaves) 
nearby, to manually meter the correct exposure.  If an autoexposure mode is 
preferred (Program, Shutter or Aperture Priority), meter an average tone and 
use the autoexposure lock (AEL) to hold the exposure before recomposing 
the final image. Alternatively add exposure compensation to make white 

subjects brighter or negative exposure compensation to correct dark ones.
If an unadjusted in-camera reading is used to meter frames that are 
predominantly black, like this tufted puffin collecting nesting material at the 
end of the day, they will appear overexposed.   To correctly expose this low-

key subject, I manually spot-metered off stinging nettles on the land and 
used this to take the shot. In this case, the correct exposure was gained by 
stopping down 1½ stops because there were some brighter elements in the 
frame.  Once again, the AEL could have been used with any autoexposure 
mode. 
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Deciding how to frame the subject can make or mar a shot. Artists tend 
to have a natural eye for composition. By studying published pictures – 
especially award-winning ones – you will appreciate why some leap off 

the page or the screen, while others are mere records. 

The more you look at images the easier it will be to appraise your own and 
to compose for impact.  Try to avoid placing the horizon bang in the centre 
of the frame, so that it cuts the photo into two parts.  Sinuous animals such 
as snakes or birds like flamingos and swans with curving necks provide a 
sense of dynamic motion within the frame, which makes for a more arresting 
composition. 

If you look at any natural history magazine article about a location or 
a particular species, it may open with a scene setter and then go on to 
introduce more detail.  Introduce another colour by including a backdrop of 
deciduous trees in spring or fiery colours in the fall. 
Don’t forget when working with birds on water, to look for abstract colour 
reflections. As flamingos move through water, ripples create a gorgeous pink 

abstract.  So don’t always play safe, look for the unexpected and it may just 
be the best shot of the day.

A diagonal line of animals also makes for an interesting composition, as does 
a single animal moving diagonally across the frame. Birds in flight,  with 
outstretched wings, such as this whooper swan can be composed so the 
wings line up with the diagonal line linking two opposite corners and the bill 
and feet to the other two. 

When an Inca tern opens its bill to call, it forms a bold V shape, which 
makes for strong compositional lines. The bright red colour means that it 
also separates very well from almost any naturalistic background. The black 
oystercatcher also has a bright red bill. 
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Birds on water offer plenty of scope for varying the composition. In 
springtime, look for a line of ducklings or goslings swimming behind 
one or both parents. I was standing on a bridge as a family of Canada 

geese approached and I could see it would be possible to get them 
swimming diagonally across the frame. 

Groups of birds need to be kept as simple as possible – preferably without 
heads facing in different directions. Many potentially good pictures are 
ruined by something incongruous or distracting in the background, so before 
taking any wildlife shot check the background is harmonious and does not 
include an unsightly hose in a garden, or a sign or rubbish bin in a park 
before releasing the shutter!  Often moving a pace or two to one side will 
solve the problem.  

A dolphin surfacing up through 
blue water, or birds perching on 
a bare branch against a blue sky 
both separate out well.

The natural instinct is to frame 
a wildlife shot as you first see 
it, but with time and providing 
the animals hang around, it 
invariably pays dividends to 
work on the composition.  
Dozens of white-fronted bee-
eaters perching on a dead 
tree beside the Zambezi River, 
looked great against a blue 
water backdrop using a zoom 
at 280mm. 

But when I looked harder at the 
birds some had shadows on 
their bodies cast by branches 
and ripples were apparent in 
the river. 

The birds were constantly 
coming and going, but a pair on 
the right-hand end of the lower 
branch looked promising if I 
could fill a vertical frame with them plus the forked branches below.   Here is 
the final shot taken at 500mm – almost double the original focal length.   It 
reminds me of those oriental ink brush paintings, which depict a few birds on 
a branch or two.  

Even though here is no cherry blossom here, it does show how less really can 
be more.    
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A garden can provide added interest from coloured flowers or leaves.   
The yellow flowers enliven the drab toad, taken on a brick path in my 
own garden.  Over the years, this has proved very rewarding because 

I know the time of year and time of day when certain animals are likely to 
appear and also the time of day when each part of the garden is well lit. 

Out in the field it is not always easy to gauge when the camera is level 
without using a spirit level – although straight-boled trees are a giveaway.  
For most of the time, this is not too critical – although you don’t want to 
have a river appearing as though it is flowing uphill!  Occasionally it is fun 
to deliberately shoot at an angle – what is known in the trade as ‘shooting 
on the piss’.  This does not mean being inebriated but tilting the camera 
off the vertical.  Some purists won’t like this approach, but it works well for 
cut-outs in kid’s books and this giraffe shot has been used for rooibos tea 
packaging.  

It is difficult to fail to take a cute shot of a fluffy baby mammal – especially if 
it has appealing eyes like this harp seal whitecoat.  The pregnant females haul 
out onto the Arctic pack ice to pup.  
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Having taken several shots of pups lying on the ice on 
their belly, I found this one lying on its back with a 
flipper pointing skywards.  

 
Sometimes the best format is not the standard rectangle as 
shot.   There is nothing wrong with cropping the original – 
apart from the fact it will make the file size smaller. It is not a 
sloppy way of working. 
 
Some cameras allow a different format to be selected, such 
as panoramic or a 5:4 ratio crop. Ideally, try to compose 
so the image works in the frame you select.  Alternatively, 
make a crop after shooting.  Here a running fox cropped to 
a narrow rectangle carries the eye across the fox’s moving 
body.   

Finally, for a dramatic look, take an animal silhouetted 
against sunlit water or a sky at dawn or dusk. Meter the 
brightest part of the frame, to record simply the body shape 
in the silhouette, without any colour or texture. 

This male orca, taken at dusk, shows the high dorsal fin 
breaking the surface off the west coast of Canada.  Groups 
of animals are more difficult to take as silhouettes because 
they are more likely to overlap and then merge one into the 
other.
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