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Introduction
I’m Heather Angel, welcome to your course on Creative Macro 
Photography – one of the most fascinating areas in photography. 

This course will take you on a journey into the captivating realm 
of the world of macro – revealing images that are so often 
overlooked with the naked eye. 

 It will show you how to capture beauty, texture as well as 
intricate designs in digital images.  

Each step of the way will be carefully explained; how to choose 
the right equipment, how to use ambient light – including 
window light – and how to modify it.

 How to conceptualize and frame the perfect shot – whether 
using natural light, flash or using artificial lighting such as LED 
lights or flash.

We will explore many natural objects outdoors as well as learn 
how to work with table top objects indoors for display on the 
web – whether as an image on your own website or a product for 
selling on e-Bay. 

Here, the choice of the appropriate lighting and backdrop, and 
the creative use of your camera are key to a perfect image.

I have worked as a wildlife photographer for several decades. 
Devising the best way to take and light macro subjects has 
always been a great passion of mine. 

Heather
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Course Curriculm
Lesson One: A Seeing Eye

The first lesson introduces the world of 
macro by showing images taken both 
outside and indoors and emphasises the 
need to look is all important. Learn what 
equipment is needed for getting in close 
and discover the importance of depth of 
field in macro work, so you know when 
to use it creatively or to maximise it.  The 
structure of the subject will tell you how 
best to light it whether it be translucent 
leaves, textured bark, hairy stems or a 

reflective surface. Remember where the sensor plane lies and look beyond 
the subject to check the background is harmonious.
 

Lesson Two: Macro Outside
This lesson is devoted to working out-
doors and covers how to modify natural 
light for the best results. Comparative 
pairs of pictures clearly show the effect 
before and after using a reflector or a 
diffuser and learn how to use flash with 
confidence – especially fill-flash. Learn 
how to use different ways to isolate the 
subject from the background and when 
to ‘garden’. Understand high key and low 
key macro subjects and how to meter 
them. When to use a versatile tripod and 

when to handhold and switch on VR or IS are basic decisions for all macro 
work. Explore the macro world at night using either flash or LED lights.
 

Lesson Three: Macro Inside
This lesson is devoted to working indoors 
and covers many ways to light macro sub-
jects – from natural window light, to flash 
and continuous artificial lighting. Learn 
how to set up a mini macro studio on a ta-
ble for still life studies.  Use a LED torch or 
headlight as a macro spotlight and find a 
lightbox for backlighting translucent sub-
jects. Get to know the best lighting set-ups 
to take flowers / glass / jewellery / orna-
ments / seeds / feathers and iridescent 
subjects. Learn how to work with a light 

tent and how to shoot objects that stand out from a white background for web 
use, including selling items on e-Bay.

 
Lesson Four: Special Macro Techniques

Finally, learn exciting techniques such as 
using raindrops as miniature fish-eye lens-
es and how to shoot iridescent subjects in-
cluding soap bubbles, beetles and feathers. 
Marvel at how some subjects glow brightly 
against a black backdrop  and learn how to 
set up dark field illumination. Learn how to 
set up and shoot thematic series and how 
to take macro time lapse sequences. Con-
sider how best to frame different shaped 
macro subjects and how more impact can 
sometimes be gained by varying the com-

position or adjusting the crop – in or out of the camera.  Learn how to gain 
extra depth of field with focus stacking.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Macro Photography: 
A Seeing Eye

Welcome to lesson one – A Seeing Eye – which will look at 
some inspirational shots and explain how to find and light 
subjects. It will also cover what equipment is needed for 

taking macro images. 

A seeing eye is essential to spot minutiae from the plethora of images 
around you to achieve a memorable macro shot.   A bright red flower 
or fruit will leap out from green leaves, but sometimes subtle shots 
can be more rewarding. 

After colour, it maybe texture or, in this case, the light that catches the 
eye.  
The backlit kidney ferns found in New Zealand, were spot-metered 
using the darker green area in the upper frond. 
 
Here, texture stopped me in my tracks on the strandline.   The arms 
of a brittle star – related to starfish – were writhing over the sand like 
miniature snakes to create an ephemeral textured abstract. 

Mounting the camera overhead so the sensor was parallel with the 
beach, the shot was taken using available light and a shutter speed of 
1/250 second. 
The next eight images were also taken as seen, to show you don’t 
always have to modify the light to capture a striking image. 

Here it was a backlit ornamental chard leaf with striking red veins set 
within a glowing green leaf, which caught my eye and inspired a tight 
crop.  

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Compared to many mites, these red velvet 
mites are giants at up to 10mm across.  
They appear in Botswana after rain, but 

you cannot spot them by sitting in a jeep and 
will need to get out in a safe area and walk. 

You need a versatile tripod that rapidly adjusts 
from normal eye level to a worm’s eye view so 
you can get crisp images when working close 
to the ground in low light without flash. 

By mounting the camera on a tripod looking 
straight down onto the ground, only fine focus 
adjustments on the mites were necessary each 
time the tripod was moved.  

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Raindrops on plants or petals rarely fail to make a pleasing macro shot, 
but calm conditions are essential because wind soon blows away the 
water.   Here an iris petal festooned with drops fills the frame without 

any tonal distractions creeping in at the corners. 

Using a hand spray to create artificial water droplets never precisely 
replicates natural rain.   In sub-zero temperatures when the air is humid, 
magical hoar frost transforms fruits and leaves.  If a harsh frost is forecast, it 
can be worth placing cones or other 3-dimensional objects outside. A quick 
trip to a garden centre for some ornamental cabbages was how I came to 
take these pink leaves etched with frost. 
 

You have to be up early to get the best frost shots, but for a short period, 
there can be shots that are even more magical after the sun emerges. As the 
warmth began to melt the ice, large water drops appeared to decorate the 
tiny winter box flowers. 

 For a brief time, the ice melt drops sparkled with the backlit sunlight before 
they fell to the ground.  Madagascar is the chameleon capital of the world 
where I photographed the eye of a Parson’s chameleon. 

Knowing the flash window would be reflected in the convex shiny eye, 
I opted for natural light for this frame filling shot.  In dull light, I had to 
use a one-second exposure, so some of the shots were useless when the 
chameleon moved its eye – but you only need one. 
 
Sometimes macro shots appear quite unexpectedly.  Emerging from a 
tropical butterfly house in China, I knelt down outside the glasshouse to stow 
my gear away. 

Standing up, I noticed this feeding track made by a snail rasping away at the 
algal film on the inside glass.  It is possible to see these tracks anywhere on 
algal covered white gates or fence posts. 
 
Opportunities abound everywhere when working with macro – you just have 
to look.   Whilst on a wildflower shoot in Montana, the colours and texture of 
peeling paint from a truck combined to catch my eye. 

The natural light was perfect with a light cloud cover, because there were 
no strong shadows cast by the unrolling paint layers.  A big advantage of 
working with small subjects is that you have complete control of the lighting 
– outside or inside – which is the key to the success or failure of macro shots. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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There can be no excuses about the lighting being too harsh or not 
bright enough, because there is always a solution for modifying it.   For 
example, this insect, isolated inside translucent amber, was perfect for 

backlighting using a lightbox so that it appeared to glow. 
 
Macro photography strictly refers to images that are reproduced at life size 
(1:1) or more on the sensor.   But more recent 
usage tends to refer to anything which appears 
larger than life size when reproduced. 

All images here were taken either with true 
macro lenses or with a 50mm lens with bellows. 

With a 50mm prime lens, a screw on close-up 
lens will gain frame-filling shots of larger flowers 
such as a rose or this blue hibiscus taken inside a 
glasshouse. 

A well-focused and clearly defined image is most 
useful as visual ID aid. 

Different strength (quoted in dioptres) close-
up lenses can be stacked to increase the 
magnification, but this is not advisable since it 
detracts from the quality of a prime lens. 

A better way to increase the magnification is by 
inserting extension tubes between the lens and 
the camera so that details in the heart of the blue 
hibiscus are apparent.

Extension tubes are not tele-converters, but 
simply hollow tubes made in fixed lengths that 
are attached to the camera body at one end and 
to the lens at the other. 

Auto tubes retain all the functions such as auto 

focus and TTL metering and allow a close crop into a flower to show detail. 
These curved petals on a prize glasshouse chrysanthemum reveal the deep 
red on top with the yellowish flush beneath.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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A complete set of tubes gives a life-sized image (X1) on the sensor of a 
full frame DSLR with a 50mm lens.  This Narcissus flower was shot at life 
size using window light with a reflector fill, but is enlarged here. 

Unlike an ID shot, there is no need to include the whole flower in the frame for 
every shot.  The foreground flower was intentionally better lit than the out of 
focus flowers behind.

A greater 
magnification can 
be gained by using 
extension tubes with 
a close-up lens, as in 
this shot, which is not 
pasta in tomato sauce, 
but the heart of a 
carnation flower taken 
larger than life size at 
a wide-open aperture. 
This image is a 
creative Impressionist 
style rather than an 
educational record.

The main snag with extension tubes is that there is a step change each time 
one is added.  This is why macro enthusiasts opt for a true macro lens with a 
continuous focusing range up to X1 or life size. 

This shot taken at 1/10 life-size (X0 .1) on the sensor shows one of many birds 
in a replica of an eighteenth century French tapestry. 
 
Using the same lens, this shot was taken at life-size (X1) to include just the 
bird’s head.  Only then does the detail of the threads become apparent as 
the magnification increases.   However, in isolation, the pose of the complete 
bird can no longer be appreciated and this tiny cameo has no artistic merit or 
impact.
 

Still greater magnifications are gained by using a concertinaed bellows 
extension (also inserted between the camera and the lens), which is adjustable. 

To avoid camera shake, the set up needs to be completely rigid, so bellows are 
best used indoors. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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A fully extended Nikon PB-4 unit shows the branching veins within a 
skeleton magnolia leaf at X3 magnification, backlit by flash.  With 
bellows, you have to use a lens with an external manual aperture ring so 

the lens can be manually stopped down. 

Any camera with a built-in handgrip needs an extension tube as a spacer to be 
mounted directly onto a bellows unit.  

Here a PK12 tube has been inserted so a Nikon D3 camera can be used with 
bellows.
Both extension tubes and bellows increase the distance light has to travel to 
reach the sensor, so an increase in exposure is necessary.  

With auto tubes, TTL metering is retained so this is not a problem. With 
bellows, TTL is lost, but with a static subject and using digital, you have time to 
check the histogram.  

If flash is used as the prime light source, you will soon have a ballpark exposure 
for a given extension, which can then be tweaked. 

The backlit stinging nettle stem reveals the spines that inject the irritating 
formic acid when touched. 

Macro lenses come in different focal lengths. A 50 or 60mm macro lens can be 
used for static subjects, but when taking a life-size shot the front of the lens is 
very close to subject. 

This shot shows part of a printed lotus lily taken at 1:1 on a full frame (Nikon FX) 
sensor. 

The blue rectangle is the area gained with the same setting on the same lens 
with a cropped sensor on the Nikon DX format; with a magnification of X1.5 it 
covers a smaller area. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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There are now macro lenses made specifically for DX cameras.  Longer 
macro lenses, provide a greater working distance between the camera 
and the subject, which makes it easily to take insects as well as frogs, 

toads and lizards that have a tendency to fly or hop out of the frame if the 
camera is moved in too close too quickly. 

This leaf-tailed gecko showing a threat posture was taken with a Nikon 70-
180mm zoom macro lens. Now no longer made, good quality second-hand 
lenses are sometimes available from the link on the screen.   

www.graysofwestminster.co.uk   

All the Nikon macro lenses are referred to as Micro-Nikkors and the 105mm is 
useful for taking both flowers and insects such as this small hoverfly lapping 
up pale blue pollen from a viper’s bugloss stamen. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Notice how the front legs are grasping this 
stamen, while the back ones rest on others.  Two 
tiny Nikon speedlights mounted on a ring around 

the lens helped to boost the available light. 

Any macro lens can be used for inanimate objects such 
as fossils and rocks, although a 90 or 105mm macro 
will allow a reasonable camera to subject distance. 

This ammonite was taken on the beach within the 
Jurassic Coast World Heritage Site that runs along the 
Dorset and part of the east Devon coastline.

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


PAGE 12  

We are now going to look at where to focus and 
how to focus.   When the camera is supported 
on a tripod at such an angle that the sensor 

plane is parallel with a flat subject, it is quite easy to 
get the whole frame in focus without stopping down to 
a small aperture. 

So for this kiwi fruit slice, lit from behind, I checked 
the back of the camera was parallel with the fruit slice.   
The original rectangular frame has been cropped to 
a square, to gain more impact for the black seeds.  It 
is possible to shoot a 3D subject with a wide-open 
aperture to give minimal depth of field to help highlight 
a small area. 

This technique can create a more ethereal and dreamy 
effect as with this tightly cropped amaryllis flower 
where just the yellow stamens are in focus. 

Such shots still have to be composed and a decision 
made about where to focus.  Shallow depth of field 
is currently much in vogue with food photography – 
although not strictly always macro shots. 

When a date stuffed with pistachio nuts was placed 
on plate on a windowsill so it could be lit with window 
light, shadows projected towards the camera.
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Here a piece of cooking foil was used as a fill on the side 
opposite the window.   This reduced the shadow areas in 
front of the date and the nuts. By using the widest aperture, 

very little is in focus, but the date is still recognisable. 

Have a look at recent cookery books to see the styles used there.  
Two shots of an iris illustrate extreme examples of how the depth 
of field is increased by stopping down the aperture.  This image 
was taken with the lens wide open focused on the tip of the bud, 
giving minimal depth of field so the yellow stripes on each of the 
three falls appear out of focus.

 To control depth of field use either use Manual mode or Aperture 
Priority mode.  By stopping the 105mm f/40 macro lens down to 
f/22 and refocusing on the base of the front yellow stripe, almost 
the entire flower comes into focus. 

The focus is slightly soft on the tip of the bud, but because our 
eyes are drawn to the yellow stripes, it was important to get these 
sharp and our eyes rapidly pass over the purple bud in this frame. 
 If you are handholding the camera and want to take an insect 
feeding on a flower, it is less likely to react to autofocus (AF) than 
to a hand suddenly being moved onto an outer focusing ring. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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AF is fine providing you can quickly change the focus point away from the 
centre of the frame if the composition warrants it and this burnet moth 
feeding on a thistle was taken this way.

One way to speed up the recovery of a moving stem is to clamp it just 
outside the field of view, using a flexible armed ‘Plamp’ (short for plant 
clamp). 

The other end is clamped to either the tripod or a woody stem.  In this 
case, the small clasp is separating a single flowering stem from the rest of 
the plant.  The website featuring the ‘Plamp’can be found here. http://www.
tripodhead.com/products/plamp-main.cfm  Here is the shot of the isolated 
pendulous purple bellflower supported by a ‘Plamp’ with a naturalistic out of 
focus backdrop. 

Where to focus depends on whether you shoot with the largest aperture 
possible or stop down to gain more depth of field.   Whether you use 
autofocus (AF) or manual focus (MF) will depend on the weather and the 
subject. 

If it is windy and the camera is on a tripod it may be better to wait until there 
is a lull and to use manual focus.   The structure of a subject can tell you how 
to light it.  Backlighting dramatizes spines and hairs, like this spiky cactus 
pad, but metering backlit shots can be tricky. 

If an uncorrected matrix reading is taken with a large dark area in the frame, 
the subject will appear overexposed.  Find a medium tone (such as a sunlit 
matt leaf) to manually meter and use this to take the backlit subject. 

If your camera only has auto metering modes, lock in the exposure by using 
the auto exposure lock (AEL) by partially holding down the shutter release 
before taking the shot.   

Small hairs are more difficult to reveal by means of natural lighting, but a 
flash mounted on a wooden dowel pushed into soft ground or onto a small 
tripod on hard ground can do the trick. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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Alternatively, handhold a small flash, such as the SB-R200 Speedlight  
triggered by a wireless trigger.  This rare slipper orchid was taken with 
the camera pre-focused on a tripod and hand holding this Speedlight 

behind the flower to highlight the floral parts against an unlit backdrop.  

Water offers great scope for macro subjects – whether they be outdoors 
or inside.   On warm nights when the humidity is high, some plants excrete 
water overnight.  Known as guttation, you can always tell the difference 
between this and dew, because the latter has random drops, whereas here 
on the lady’s mantle leaf the drops are equidistantly placed around the leaf 
margin.  
 
Bubbles in a stream or icicles are worth checking out for a possible macro 
shot.  From a distance, these water bubbles in a stream resembled the 
feather pattern on a bird’s breast.  By getting in close with a macro lens, 
it became obvious that the bubbles had aligned in neat rows after water 
tumbled over a fallen branch.

Leaves come in a variety of 
shapes, sizes, colours and 
structures. Thick shiny leaves 
such as hollies that bend 
at different angles reflect 
available light to varying 
extents on a single leaf. 

This shot was taken in soft 
even light on a dull day and 
shows how the light and 
shadow areas blend into one 
other.   The original backdrop 
was drive gravel, but the 
tones were too varied, so 
I used a neutral carpet tile 
instead.  

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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For this shot I used a flash with a small softbox and distracting highlights 
still appeared.  This image is as taken and the highlights could have 
toned been down a bit in post-production, but I wanted to show the 

problem with angled reflective surfaces.

Yellow and red autumnal leaves look great front lit against a blue sky. But try 
holding a fallen leaf and see how it glows when backlit.  Use a ‘Plamp’ to hold 
a leaf in place so you can backlight it using either sunlight or flash. 

Remember to use a lens hood to prevent flare on the lens.  This Sumach leaf 
may look like a studio shot; but it was backlit by sun late in the day with a 
hedge in shadow behind.
 

As you move in closer to natural world subjects, you begin to appreciate 
textures as well as patterns and designs.  Amongst the easiest to find are 
perhaps leaves with prominent veins that appear as a contrasting colour or 
tone. 

With this tropical leaf I decided the best way to take it was to highlight the 
symmetry by placing the middle of the leaf in the centre of the frame, so that 
one half is essentially the mirror image of the other. 

Symmetrical patterns also occur on butterfly and moth wings and on the 
backs of some toads and reptiles.   The thorny devil is a lizard, found in the 
desert regions of Australia, and the spiny body helps to protect if from bird 
predation. 

When the lizard stopped moving, I was able to taken this overhead shot 
using natural light.   This magnolia shot with part of the flower missing looks 
simple enough, but it took a while to set up. 

To gain a uniform white background covering, I gathered more fallen white 
petals to infill the green lawn patches.   The left petal one on the flower 
functioned like a diffuser thereby reducing the light entering the interior.  
Finally, a reflector on the right was used as a fill.

Some flowers produce nectar as a reward for pollinating insects.   Here two 
ants are feeding on nectar in a spurge flower, where one insect is touching 
the yellow pollen on the stamens. 
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Although the ants where not moving quickly, a flash was used to 
add more light on a dull day and also to freeze the moving insects. 
Encrusting lichens, unopened pine or cedar cones and cockle shells 

are all examples of textured subjects that are emphasised by using grazed 
lighting. 

When the sun shines across the surface, the extreme side lighting will light 
up the raised parts and cast shadows in the dips and grooves as with this 
vertical beavertail cactus pad. 

When looking down from above, grazed lighting is also a useful way to 
eradicate messy vegetation on the ground.  A hogweed seedhead encrusted 
with hoar frost was a perfect subject, for grazed lighting. 

A flash held level with the seedhead gave light that skimmed across the 
surface adding sparkle to the ice and rendering a black background beneath. 
Indoors, a similar effect is gained by holding any light source on the same 
level as the subject so that it glances across the surface. 

Here five packs of coloured pencils arranged in single colour rows are bound 
together with adhesive tape. With the camera on an overhead copying stand, 
a pair of fibre optics lights the tips of the crayons  

Finally, here is a macro shot of a delicate pink Avalanche rose taken in natural 
light late in the day just as the sun sinks behind trees bordering my garden. It 
has a lovely soft quality that is difficult to replicate in precisely the same way, 
and is perfect for taking pastel tones. 

Here the heart of the flower is in focus and the outer larger and paler petals 
gently fade away into a softer focus.I hope you have enjoyed this first lesson 
into the fascinating macro world - the scope is endless and it is up to you to 
create your own style. 

I once knew a lady who spent the summer lying in meadows taking all her 
flowers at a wide open aperture – each one perfectly composed and the 
point of focus carefully thought out – with stunning results.
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