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Lesson 1

Welcome! My name  is Sue Bishop. This week we’re 
going to think about light.  In flower photography, 
as in any other kind of photography, the quality 

of light is one of the most important things to consider.  

Light is extremely variable - it can be soft and 
diffused or hard and bright; it can fall on your flower 
from above, in front, behind, or from the side; and it 
can vary in colour temperature. 

Although we don’t often stop to analyze the different 
types of light in our day to day lives, the quality of the 
prevailing light when we are taking photographs will 
significantly affect our images.  

We can’t alter the light conditions when we are 
photographing outdoors, but at least if we have an 
understanding of the different types of light and how 
they behave in a photograph we will be able to make 
the best use of the light which we have.

Sue Bishop 
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Course Curriculm
Week 1:  Understanding Light.  

In flower photography, as in any other 
kind of photography, the quality of light 
is one of the most important things to 
consider.  Light is extremely variable – 
it can be soft and diffused or hard and 
bright; it can fall on your flower from 
above, in front, behind, or from the side; 
and it can vary in colour temperature. 
We can’t alter the light conditions when 
we are photographing outdoors, but at 
least if we have an understanding of the 

different types of light and how they behave in a photograph we will be able 
to make the best use of the light which we have.
 

Week 2:  Lenses, ISO and Exposure.  
In some ways the huge advances in tech-
nology would seem to make the task a 
very simple one for photographers – just 
point the camera at the flower and let 
technology do the rest.  But of course the 
camera is just a machine, a tool which re-
quires the understanding and skill of the 
person who uses it.  In this lesson we will 
look at some of the important features of 
cameras and lenses.

 
Week 3:  Colour.  

The spectrum of colours in the world 
around us is almost infinite in its variety.  
To say, for instance, that a flower is purple 
only begins to describe its colour; there are 
many different hues and shades of purple, 
and each of these can be either saturated 
or pastel; and the way these shades appear 
to us is then further affected by the type of 
light which is falling onto them.  It is also 
affected significantly by the context.  This 
lecture explores everything about colour.

 

Week 4:  Composition.   
A definition of a good composition might 
be that it is one in which all the elements 
work together, and the arrangement of 
shape, colour and light seems to be har-
monious and balanced.  Sometimes we 
may make this composition intuitively, but 
there are various so called rules, or guide-
lines, of composition which can be helpful 
to bear in mind.



PAGE 4  

Flower photography: 
Understanding Light
When the sun is shining from a clear blue sky 
the light will be hard and directional.  Areas 
lit by the sun will be bright and vivid, whilst 
shadow areas can appear dark, almost black.  

This is a very contrasty kind of light, and 
in a photograph it can sometimes result in 
highlights being very light, almost burnt-out, 
and shadow areas being dark and blocked 
up if the contrast range is too great for the 
camera to cope with.  

The human eye and brain is much better at 
coping with contrast and seeing detail in both 
highlights and shadows than a camera sensor 
is.   
In a photograph taken in hard bright light 
you will often see shadows cast by one 
flower onto another, or even by one petal 
onto another, which you didn’t notice at 
the time because your eyes and brain were 
compensating for the contrast range.  

In this photo the sun is casting shadows from 
some blades of grass onto the petals of the phlox, which I didn’t really notice 
at the time I was taking the picture. 

Even if the contrast range is manageable, if the hard light is coming from 
above or in front of the flower, it will usually be an unflattering light for it.  

In this picture of a dahlia, the light is coming from directly behind me and 
falling flat onto the flower.  

Light from this direction is known as front light.  Notice how the petals look 
almost dusty, and the shape and colour of the bloom are not shown to their 
best advantage.  In addition to this, the light is also falling on the foliage 
behind the flower, which appears rather bright and lurid.  
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For this second photo of the same flower, 
I changed my position so that the light is 
now coming from my side and slightly in 

front of me - at about 11 o’clock.  

This has completely changed the resulting 
image - the petals now look much richer in 
colour, and the sun is rim-lighting the petals, 
giving much more of a sense of the three 
dimensional shape of the dahlia.  

It is also no longer falling directly onto the 
leaves behind it, so that they are much less 
distracting to the eye. 
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So when you’re photographing in a hard directional light, it’s important 
to consider the direction which the light is coming from. 
We’ve seen that hard front light is generally not a flattering light for a 

flower.  

However, a bright light coming from behind the flower - known as back 
lighting - can be a different matter.  The next pair of photos shows the 
different effects of front and back lighting.  

I took this first picture with the sun coming from behind me and falling 
directly onto the tulips.  The effect is not good, revealing all the blemishes 
and imperfections and making the flowers look rather tired and past their 
best.   
For the second photo I moved to the other side of the flower bed and 
photographed the same tulips from the opposite direction, looking towards 

the sun so that the flowers were backlit.  This has created an entirely different 
image - the translucent petals are lit by the backlighting, their colour is 
enhanced, and instead of noticing the blemishes, we can enjoy the patterns 
made where the petals overlap. 
  
Backlighting works better on some types of flower than on others.  Flowers 
that lend themselves well to backlighting tend to have fairly strong colours 
and simple shapes, such as tulips or crocuses.  In this photo the backlighting 
has really enhanced the gorgeous golden colour of the crocuses.  

However deep throated flowers such as lilies, or flowers with a more 
complicated structure like rhododendrons, often don’t work quite so well 
with backlighting, and nor do very delicate or light coloured flowers such as 
cherry blossom, which need a gentler light. 

I photographed this magnolia bud on a sunny day.  I wanted to avoid 
having full sunlight on the white petals, as that might have caused burnt 
out highlights. The light was filtering through the leaves of the tree, and I 
positioned myself so that the sun was in front and slightly to the side of me.  

This meant that no direct sun fell on the white petals, and detail was retained, 
whilst a slick of side lighting on the edge of the bud has enhanced the 
furriness of the bud’s outer casing. 
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One thing to beware of when using backlighting is flare.  This can 
happen when sunlight falls directly onto the camera’s lens, and can 
result in overall image degradation, and sometimes spots of bright 

light in the image.  

To avoid this, use a lens hood if you have one, or alternatively shield the front 
of the lens from the sun with your hand or a piece of card - although in this 
case you will need to have your camera on a tripod or else a friend to help 
you in order to be able to hold everything! 

Although this mountain scene was sidelit rather than backlit, the angle of the 
sun was such that it just grazed the front element of my lens.  You can see 
how this has resulted in flare in the form of a pale patch in the bottom right 
corner of the image.   

My camera was on a tripod, so for this second photo I shielded my lens with 
a piece of card to avoid the flare. 

I generally prefer to photograph flowers on a day with gentler light - I’ll talk 
about this in a moment.  However, if we’re out taking pictures on a bright 
sunny day, there are still things we can do to overcome the problems caused 
by hard light if we’re taking close-up photographs.  

The first way is to use a reflector.  Reflectors can be bought from companies 
such as Lastolite - they are round frames with white, silver or gold material 
stretched across them, and you hold them in a position where they reflect 
some of the sunlight back onto your subject flower.  

However, for small flowers you can just as easily use a piece of white card, 
or a piece of card with crumpled silver foil stuck to it.  If you do this though, 
it’s easiest to have your camera on a tripod - or to have a friend to help you 
- so that you can hold the reflector in the right position at the same time as 
taking the photograph! 
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The next pair of photos shows the difference that a reflector can make.  
This first picture was taken without a reflector, and you can see that there 
is quite a hard shadow on the main flower from a twig or bud.  Also the 

main subject flower is darker than some of the flowers behind it which are in 
brighter sunlight, and this gives a feeling of imbalance.   

For this photo I 
positioned a piece 
of white card so that 
it pushed light back 
onto the flower.  The 
twig shadow has been 
lightened, and the 
whole flower has been 
brightened up, giving 
a better result than the 
first photo. 

Another device that 
can help very much 
with contrasty light is a 
diffuser.  

These look similar to a reflector in that they consist of white fabric stretched 
over a circular frame, but in this case the material allows some of the sunlight 
to pass through it.  You hold the diffuser between the sun and your flower so 
that it softens the light and reduces the contrast.  

This hellebore was growing under a tree, and sun was filtering through the 
leaves onto it.  You can see that there are bright and dark areas on both the 
petals and the leaves. 

For this second photo I positioned the diffuser between the sun and the 
hellebore.  This has given a much more even lighting on the flower.  If you do 
use a diffuser, make sure that it is covering all the areas which will be in your 
final image as well as the subject flower - otherwise you may end up with a 

photo of a nicely lit flower with distracting bright patches behind it!   
In general diffusers will have a stronger effect on contrast than reflectors.  This 
photo of crocuses was taken in full sunlight, and you can see how contrasty 
the light is, with some petals casting dark shadows onto others, and the 
stamens casting shadows on the petals. 

For this second photo I used a reflector.  This has pushed quite a lot of light 
back into the image and lightened the shadows, but it has by no means 
removed them completely. 

For the final photo I used a diffuser.  This has created a much softer light and 
completely eliminated all the shadows.  This is not to say that you should never 
photograph a flower in direct sunlight - as we saw earlier, it can produce lovely 
effects with the right type of flower and when it is coming from the right 
direction - but reflectors and diffusers are great tools for those times when 
shadows or contrast are spoiling a potential photograph.
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Although it may often be tricky for 
close up photos of flowers, bright 
sunlight can sometimes be a bonus 

if you’re photographing flowers in a 
landscape.  

Because you’re at a greater distance from 
the flowers, you can’t see the tiny shadows 
they cast onto each other, and instead the 
photo may benefit from the brightness of 
the flowers in the sunlight, especially if they 
are quite a strong colour.  

For this photo of a Yorkshire barn and 
wildflowers I was glad that the sun was 
out, enhancing the brilliance of the yellow 
buttercups against the dark backdrop.   
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If any flower can cope with bright sunlight, it’s the sunflower - big and bold 
and brightly coloured.  In this photo, I love the overall feel of the vibrant 
yellow sunflowers against the blue sky - but if you look closely you can 

see that some parts of the flowers faces are in shadow, and there are also 
patches of light and shadow on the leaves.  I think this picture probably 
works okay in the hard light…  

…but I still prefer this photo, taken when one of the clouds passed in front of 
the sun.  Even in the much gentler overcast light the yellow of the sunflower 
sings out, and there are no longer any hard shadows.  

By the way, this photo uses a technique I will discuss in lesson two of having 
one flower sharp and others of the same type out of focus behind it.  

You can never predict quite how the out of focus areas will turn out, and 
I really enjoy the way the background flower here looks a bit like a child’s 
painting!  
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It’s often said that the best light for flower 
photography is bright overcast light.  This is the 
kind of light you get on a day with a high, very thin 

layer of cloud in the sky, just enough to diffuse and 
soften the sunlight, but not so thick that there is no 
brightness at all coming through.  

This photo of a water lily was taken on just such a 
morning, and you can see how the flower appears 
to be lit by sunlight and the colours of the petals are 
enhanced by it, but there are no hard shadows - the 
shadows that are there are soft enough not to be 
distracting. 

I photographed this astrantia on a morning which had 
started off quite misty and overcast, and by the time I 
took this picture the sun was just starting to burn off 
the mist.  
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Again, you can see very faint shadows from the stamens on the petals, 
but they are not dark enough to be distracting, and the gentle sunlight 
is just enough to lift the photo and give it a feeling of brightness. 

Even a day of thicker white cloud, when no direct sun is getting through at 
all, can yield lovely flower photographs.  This photo of an almond tree on an 
overcast day benefited from a gentle light which cast no shadows at all.  

Blossom is very delicate, and you can imagine that 
in bright sunlight there would have been burnt out 
highlights on the white flowers, and lots of dark shadows 
from the twigs and branches.  

Also the delicate golden grasses under the tree, which 
are enhanced by this soft light, might have been in dark 
shadow from the tree if the sun had been shining.  

Any sunlight at all on the white petals of this ox eye 
daisy would have potentially caused bright highlights, 
especially in conjunction with all the raindrops.  The light 
of a completely overcast day was better for this particular 
subject. 
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I think that one of the reasons love in 
a mist is so beautiful is the delicate 
feathery foliage around the flowers.  

Imagine though how many shadows those 
feathery fronds would have cast onto the 
petals if the sun had been out when I took 
this photo!  

Even after twenty years or so of 
photography, I still instinctively react 
positively to a sunny day; but in fact I 
know that more than half of my favourite 
flower photos were taken in bright overcast 
lighting. 
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One of the delights of flower photography as compared to say 
landscape photography is that you can still take photographs in bad 
weather, using cut flowers and the available light from a window.  

If the light is coming from one window you may need to use a reflector 
on the other side of your flower to bounce some light back into the unlit 
side.  If you have a small conservatory, that can be ideal for indoor flower 
photography.   
 
I photographed this osteospermum in my conservatory on an overcast day, 
when it was so windy that flower photography outside would have been 
quite difficult - avoiding wind is another of the great advantages of indoor 
flower photography!  I positioned the flower against a white piece of card for 
the background, and added the water droplets with an ordinary plant spray.  

The soft light coming through the roof and sides of the conservatory has 
provided a gentle and even illumination. 
  
As well as varying in quality and direction, light can vary in its colour 
temperature.  Different types of light, such as tungsten or fluorescent, have 
very different colour temperatures from natural light; and natural daylight 
itself has a wide range of colour temperatures. 

We may not always be aware of this, as our eyes and brain tend to 
compensate for the differences, but the camera will record the different 
colour casts created by the varying colour temperatures.  

Colour temperature will vary according to the weather conditions and the 
time of day.  On a clear day the colour temperature of the light will be warm 
at sunrise, gradually cooling as the sun reaches its highest point in the sky, 
and warming again as it goes down.  

This means that a photo taken early or late in the day will have a warmer, 
redder cast than one taken in the middle of the day, which may have a cool, 
blue cast.  A photograph taken in shade on a sunny day will also have a cool 
cast, as will one taken on an overcast day. 
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To avoid having an unwanted cold colour cast in your images if you’re 
photographing on an overcast day, or in shade on a sunny day, you can use 
your camera’s white balance settings.  

Your white balance menu will usually offer a range of settings as well as the 
auto setting.  If you set it to overcast or to shade on a sunny day, the camera 
will warm up your image to counteract the cold colour temperature of the 
light.  The next pair of photos shows the difference this can make.  The 
flowers were growing on the shady side of a wall, and it was a sunny day.  
This first photo, taken on the auto white balance setting, has a cold blue 
cast…  

… for the second photo I set the white balance to Shade, and it has warmed 
up the image for me.  This is a more accurate representation of the true 
colour of the flower. 

Light will always be an ingredient in your photography, but sometimes it 
will be a more of a feature, and a noticeable part of the image.  I pointed my 
camera towards the light to take this snowdrop photo and in some ways it 
breaks the rules, as there are lots of bright out of focus highlights on drops 
of water behind the flower which might normally be considered distracting.  
However, I feel it works, as the patches of bright light add to an overall 
feeling of freshness and new life and growth.  

This photo is at the other end of the spectrum from the previous one - the 
splashes of light in the snowdrop photo were a part of the image, but the 
light in this picture is so soft and even that the viewer is barely aware of it.  
The very gentle light complements the rather timeless nature of the dried 
flowers hanging on their faded wood backdrop. 

Light will always be an ingredient in our photography; developing an 
awareness and understanding of the different qualities of light will help 
us to make the best use of the light we have when we’re out taking our 
photographs. 
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