
Taking Photos of Wild Animals 

 

Wild animals in their natural environment make for great photographs.  However, the finished 

products seen in photo exhibitions such as the ROM 2016 Wildlife Photographer of the Year or in the 

pages of National Geographic, belie the amount of planning and effort that wildlife photographers 

must put into getting images of wildlife.  It may look easy, but taking photos of wild animals is tough 

work. 

Good wildlife photographers are researchers.  They find resource material about their target species’ 

habitat, habits and food sources.  For less well-documented animals, committed wildlife 

photographers will canvas locals in areas the animals are known to frequent for additional information 

about the target species.  By doing this, photographers can take much of the guesswork out of finding 

the animals they wish to photograph as removing the randomness out of photo opportunities can 

mean the difference between spending hours or weeks searching the wild. 

Locating an animal is not the end of a photographers’ quest.  Good wildlife photography is, in a real 

sense, staged.  Getting good images of wild animals, the kind of photos that really resonate with the 

public, requires that the photographer consider the backdrop against which their subject will be 

photographed.  Setting the scene is a difficult yet important task.  Completing this task requires the 

photographer to survey the area their research tells them their quarry will visit and set up along a 

known or likely pathway their quarry uses, essentially creating a trap to get shots of the unwary animal 

as it passes by. 

Getting good images of wildlife is also about waiting.  Waiting in thorn bushes.  Waiting in insect-

infested swamps.  Waiting seated in the unforgiving boughs of a tree.  Waiting in sweltering heat.  

Waiting in sub-zero temperatures.  Waiting knowing that the quarry may not show up that day.  

Patience is key to getting the shot, so wildlife photographers must be prepared to wait.   

Almost invariably, wild animals are photographed from a distance so as not to scare them off or 

endanger the photographer.  This means that wildlife photographers often use telephoto lenses above 

focal lengths of 400 mm.  As the animals themselves cannot be posed, fast shutter-speeds are required 

to freeze motion.  This means wildlife photographers will often opt for more expensive, “fast”, lenses 

with consistent apertures of between f/1.4 – f/5.6, to compensate for lost light at high shutter-speeds.  

While there are no universal rules as to what makes a good image of wild animals, a common 

technique is to focus on the subject’s eyes.  Another technique is to fill the frame of the image with 

the subject, making for a more dramatic image.  Yet another technique used for dramatic impact, is 

to photograph subject at eye-level, which encourages connection between the image and the person 

viewing it. 

Taking photos of wild animals is not an easy endeavour.  Much thought and energy goes into preparing 

for the sometimes fleeting opportunity to capture a satisfactory image.  Perhaps for this reason 

wildlife photography can be such a gratifying pastime.  Certainly, shooting in the bush has its merits 

in terms of getting great shots, but perhaps more importantly, wildlife photography allows 

photographers the opportunity to challenge themselves, and really, for what more can any 

photographer ask? 
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