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MUENCH WORKSHOPS

Muench Workshops was founded in 2007 by Marc Muench, 
Andy Williams, and David Rosenthal. Over the years we’ve built 
a business we’re very proud of, and a huge part of our success is 
the team of professionals that we have working with us. We’ve 
produced this book so that we can share their knowledge, 
expertise, and wisdom with you.

Our workshops offer you an unparalleled level of personal 
attention by world-class instructors, all in a seamless experience 
that lets you focus on your passion.

We meticulously research every destination to ensure you get 
the best possible experience from the moment you arrive. Our 
team of instructors shares decades of experience photographing 2018

2007

landscapes, wildlife, and cultures all over the world, and through 
the years have discovered the best times, vantage points, and 
hidden sites that only the most dedicated explorers ever see. 
We also collaborate with on-the-ground local guides who live 
and breathe these locations, arranging for exclusive access to 
areas normally off-limits to tourists.

We promise that you’ve never experienced a workshop as 
dedicated, comfortable, welcoming, and as serious about 
photography as one with Muench Workshops. Come join us and 
let us show you how to capture the most beautiful locations in 
the world!
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What draws us to nature  photography? It’s rare-
ly lucrative, yet most of us spend more time and 
money than we can easily justify in its pursuit. 
What do we gain then? Well, at its heart, of course, 
there is the experience of nature. In the wake of 
findings that we are spending less and less time 
outdoors (the average person spends far more 
time on their daily commute to work and watch-
ing TV than in green spaces), science has found 
clear evidence that even a walk in the park reduc-
es stress, improves creativity and focus, and lifts 
our mood. 

That still doesn’t answer the question, though, 
of where a camera fits in. It is often said that na-
ture photographers are too focused on creating 
the image, of not “being present” in nature and 
therefore negating its benefit. We’re all familiar 
with those photographers (and at some point 
we’ve likely all been one of them) who act like the 
proverbial bull in a china shop, dashing from one 
natural feature to another, and disrupting others 
in the process. It’s a valuable lesson; for those of 
us fortunate to land in wild places, we do owe 
ourselves those moments where we simply feel 
gratitude for our surroundings. Also, we need to 
be self aware enough to recognize when our be-

havior—or even our presence—is detrimental to 
wildlife, the environment, or our fellow humans. 
So are those who make the comment “photogra-
phy ruins the moment” always right? Or is there 
more to it?

Photography entered my own life about two de-
cades ago, simultaneous with my early formal 
studies in biology. Although long in love with wild, 
remote environments, at the time I was studying 
a landscape closer to home: the brain. Day af-
ter day, year after year, I considered the minute 
connections that make us animal, that make us 
human, that give rise to all of our thoughts and 
emotions. Although interesting, neuroscience 
is careful, tiring work, and progress can be slow.  
As respite from long days in the lab, I repurposed 
my university’s old science darkroom—dusty and 
long dormant in the burgeoning wake of digital 
technology—to experiment with making black 
and white art prints. 

I clearly remember that first print materializing like 
magic from the developer tray. It was an image of 
elephants, striding across a dry plain towards dis-
tant water. I don’t recall it being a technically ad-
ept image, or even skillful in its composition. But it 
had immediate emotional resonance. I had taken 
it a year or so before in Kenya, on my first photog-
raphy trip to somewhere I considered truly wild, 

and during a time when I was making some 
pretty heavy decisions about my future. I recall 
staring at it for a long while—those elephants 
were so unwavering in their journey to suste-
nance, despite a challenging course. In some 
ways I could relate; my own path at the time also 
felt challenging, though I couldn’t envision the 
destination, the sustenance. Graduate school in 
biomedicine was looming, but for many reasons 
it was no longer the right path. I needed a new 
direction.

To make a long story shorter, I left the lab. Not 
right away, but that day I began to turn from 
something I wasn’t meant for, to start down a 
path that would take me back to the wild, natu-
ral places I had long loved. That first image was 
the catalyst, and photography would continue 
to inspire and guide me. Though it would be 
many years before I was able to pursue nature 
photography in any sort of professional capac-
ity, the opportunity to capture images of wild 
places informed all of my subsequent career 
choices. Along the way, I gave some thought to 
what role nature photography can play in our 
lives. My conclusions?

Why Nature Photography?

Lisa LaPointe
Lisa has a BS in Biology, and a deep love of wildlife and nature. She’s worked as a naturalist, guide, mate, and later captain in Southeast Alaska and Southern California. Hundreds of days at sea have nourished a 
passion for the marine environment, and a love for sharing it with others. An enthusiastic teacher and lecturer, she has designed a number of educational programs on marine wildlife, and has regularly given talks on 
biology topics and conservation for children and adults. She often contributes her wildlife images for conservation initiatives, and hopes they will inspire people to learn more about wildlife and wild places.
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Nature photography makes us think bigger.

As intelligent beings we love novelty and mys-
tery.  Other forms of life intrigue us. Maybe we 
are drawn to the quick wings and bright eyes of 
birds, or the many unfathomable creatures of 
the sea, or the tiny lives of insects. Maybe it’s a 
lone gnarled tree, a fresh new bloom, even the 
diverse colors, forms, and lifestyles of the fun-
gal world. Why have these things come to be 
and how do they relate? Our cameras can help 
us discover and document new worlds, and in 
a sense, preserve them. The more we contem-
plate these images then, the more curious we 
become. Remember those heady childhood 
days of adventure and learning, when forests 
and lakes were foreign lands, and their crea-
tures took on mythical proportions? As adults, 
we realize how unimaginably vast and astound-
ing nature is, beyond even our childhood imag-
inations, and how many interconnections we 
still have to elucidate.

A family group of African Elephants (Loxodonta africana) 
follows its matriarch to water
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The “bleeding tooth fungus” (Hydnellum 
peckii) forms beneficial relationships 
with the conifers amongst which it 
grows, delivering minerals and amino 
acids to the trees in exchange for fixed 
carbon. Nature contains countless 
interconnections such as this one, all 
crucial to a healthy environment.
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Nature photography challenges us. 

It demands time and patience. Nature 
photography requires us to stay present 
for hours, days, weeks, or even years, to 
witness behaviors and seasons, to wait 
for that moment that transcends the or-
dinary. Unique images happen as a sto-
ry unfolds, often over long, tiring, and 
frustrating durations, but the pursuit of 
the great image makes us accept this 
discomfort and go deeper into the ex-
perience. The rewards of slowing down 
and “going deeper”—insight, wisdom, 
beauty—are invaluable and elusive in 
our modern society.

Ideal conditions and fortunate timing lend themselves to an intimate portrait of a Pacific white-sided dolphin (Lagenorhynchus 
obliquidens). I had a vision in mind for a long time, but glassy water in the evening is a rare thing on the Pacific.
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Nature photography allows us to 
explore universal themes.

Birth, growth, play, courtship, par-
enting, altruism, love. Sex, unapolo-
getic and necessary. Decline, injury, 
and often brutal death. Nature con-
tains all of these themes. Themes that 
fascinate us and often occupy our 
thoughts. Thoughts shaped and con-
strained by religion and society. We 
can document these themes in nature 
and review them, compare them to 
our fears and constructs, and realize 
we aren’t so different from the wild 
things. It’s a humbling experience, 
and an instructional one.

Young giraffes (Giraffa camelopardalis) and Thompson’s gazelles (Eudorcas thomsonii) keep a 
wary lookout for predators as evening falls on a seasonal water hole.
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Enviable climbers, Steller sea lions 
(Eumetopias jubatus) haul out 
en masse to rest, socialize, and 

evade predators.
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Nature photography turns us into 
storytellers.

All good photography is storytelling, 
and that is a powerful thing. Stories en-
tertain us and engage us, and research 
shows they are among the most effec-
tive ways to convey information. We are 
literally hardwired for stories, our brains 
shaped through millennia to respond 
to their emotional component. Evolu-
tionary psychologists have found that 
when compared to plain facts, we are 
far more likely to remember stories and 
more likely to relate stories to our own 
lives. Visual storytelling is particularly 
effective. When compared to the writ-
ten or spoken word, visual elements are 
assimilated faster, remembered longer, 
and have greater impact. It makes sense, 
evolutionarily and developmentally; we 
began to process images long before we 
learned language.
 

A herd of wildebeest (Connochaetes 
taurinus) crosses the Savannah in an image 
reminiscent of ancient cave paintings.
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Nature photography provides us a tool for 
making a difference.

It has been said that photographers photograph 
what they most fear losing, and in our constantly 
modernizing world, those fears are real. We are los-
ing our intimacy with nature, and we are losing the 
wild things themselves. This leads to the last role 
of nature photography: its ability to spark curiosity, 
elicit empathy, and raise consciousness in others. 
For those who have drawn a divide between them-
selves and nature, we can help them to reconnect. 
For those who have turned away entirely, we can 
remind them that increasing assaults to our natu-
ral places threaten our very own existence on this 
planet. The evidence is there, our cameras can illu-
minate it.

These days, that early devotion to science and min-
ute detail has stuck with me, and has made me a 
better nature photographer. And nature photog-
raphy, in turn, has given me a greater apprecia-
tion and respect for science and the natural world. 
I’m sure it’s done the same for you. So go, get out 
there as much as you can. Engage the viewer. Show 
beauty, yes, but also go beyond that. Find a new 
perspective, with greater intimacy.  Be gentle with 
our wild places, but be bold in their exploration. 
Bring back the images that show how integral a re-
lationship with nature is to our well-being, and how 
threatened the connection is. Listen to what nature 
has to teach, and tell her story too.

The intricate courtship display of the Japanese red-crowned 
crane (Grus japonensis). Considered a symbol of longevity and 
immortality, the cranes nevertheless face significant threats 
to their survival as a species. They  currently number less than 
3,000 individuals in the wild.
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Photographing in color may seem as natural as walking 
upright. After all, our cameras, in some ways, see bet-
ter than we do. As a photographer who learned to see 
compositionally with a digital camera, it has always been 
natural for me to photograph in color. But it wasn’t un-
til about two years ago that a non-photographic artist (a 
graphic designer) said something that really resonated 
with me. When I mentioned I typically enjoy photograph-
ing in warm, reflected light, she asked why. My ignorant 
response was, “Well, I like the color.” She began discuss-
ing the complexities of color, and while I naturally under-
stood the infinite possibilities our eyes can see, she kept 
mentioning “colors within colors,” which threw me for a 
loop. When I asked her to explain this strange phrase, she 
had a simple answer. She told me to look at my hand and 
describe its color. At first, I found it incredibly simple. It 
appeared to be a simple shade of tan, but when I began 
to truly look at it and study the details, there were shades 
of color I had never noticed before. Not only in the ac-
tual skin tone, but from the light in the room reflecting 
against particular tones in the skin. 

Seeing In Color

Michael Strickland
Michael Strickland was born in the Great Plains of Western Kansas, where the wide-open landscape inspired him to pick up the camera late in his teens. Art always played a large part in Michael’s life. He 
graduated high school from Interlochen Arts Academy and studied jazz in New York City before settling down and getting his degree in mechanical engineering from the University of Kansas. Michael’s 
colorful, limited edition landscape photographs have been collected by individuals worldwide, and he has work hanging in the offices of some of the nation’s most prestigious art collectors. He prides 
himself on controlling the outcome of his work from concept to delivery. His work on 8x10 film has allowed him to create finely detailed images that resolve finer than any digital system to this day. The 
meticulous process of large format produces a well-planned, carefully crafted image that can take years to perfect.

muenchworkshops.com

http://muenchworkshops.com


10

At first, I found it to be an incredible challenge applying this new vision to landscape and nature photography. I turned my focus to the light I enjoy pho-
tographing—reflected canyon light. Wandering canyons in the Southwestern United States, I found myself pointing my camera at the ground. I began to 
see shades of color I had never previously noticed. Different patinas of soil and rock reflected against the blue sky, while the warm canyon light intensified 
the soil’s red glow, unachievable with even today’s computer editing software. I grew to adore these qualities of light, and photographed them extensively. 

muenchworkshops.com
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The key to discovering these scenes is to 
simply wander, and look for subtleties. I 
feel this is best accomplished without a 
camera in your hands to begin with. On 
a hike, walk at half pace and if something 
sparks your eyes, study it for a while, an-
alyze the color, and pay attention to how 
the light reflects off near objects. If the sun 
is striking a large tree behind you, can you 
see the green cast in the stone? Even if the 
scene you are studying is not something 
you would typically want to photograph, 
analyzing these scenes is a great tech-
nique for when you do have a camera in 
your hand. These subtleties in color are 
best seen in shade, as direct light is much 
too harsh. Days with clear blue skies com-
plemented with early or late evening light 
can produce fabulous results. If you strug-
gle to see reflected color in the hard land-
scape, place yourself at the nearest body 
of water and watch the surface. Just like 
the human hand mentioned earlier, you 
can see subtle nuances of color never pre-
viously realized until you studied it. Begin 
to think of your compositions like that of 
a landscape painter. How would you mix 
colors to present the scenes before you? 
What colors can truly be seen?

muenchworkshops.com
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This visual approach takes time, 
and quite an extensive amount. 
Rarely do I stumble upon a scene 
where I enjoy the texture and color 
simultaneously. They sometimes 
take days or weeks of studying. It 
can take years to truly understand 
how to photograph these colors 
and choose scenes that represent 
your vision artistically. Once you 
begin to see the colors, you can 
then start to photograph them.

muenchworkshops.com
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The intimacy of this relationship of photogra-
pher to subject is the reason why I began pho-
tographing in this way. You begin to realize 
these scenes are more than just a rock, tree, or 
a blade of grass. They define you as a photo-
graphic artist. 
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The best aid I have had in this process is lim-
iting my equipment. Technique and vision 
is the absolute key to success, and by limit-
ing yourself, you can see better as both an 
artist, and a photographer. 

To begin, I suggest you take your camera, 
a single prime lens, and a sturdy tripod to 
a location near your home where you can 
return to time and time again. This exercise 
is about studying scenes, strengthening 
your composition, and learning to see col-
or. The only requirement is that the subject 
matter must be of some interest to you, and 
be able to be revisited. It can be anything 
from a park near your home, to a brick wall 
down the street. Look closely for textures 
that catch different qualities of light which 
you can study. It can be at your feet, bark on 
a tree, or anything that sparks your compo-
sitional interest. It can have many colors, or 
it can almost appear monochrome. 

My favorite lens for this type of work ranges 
from a normal (50mm) to a short telephoto 
(70mm) focal length. This allows compres-
sion of the scene and assists in eliminating 
distractions from the rest of the environ-
ment.

I personally try not to use too large of an 
aperture, as I want everything to be in fo-
cus, but feel free to experiment with a more 
shallow depth of field. Once you find a com-

position you enjoy, one which has a pleasing 
color palette, study it for a bit. Before you 
even set up a tripod or pull your camera out, 
walk around the scene, observing it from sev-
eral different angles. Once you have some-
thing in your mind, take out your camera and 
study your composition through the lens. If 
you like what you are seeing, setup the tripod 
and dial in your composition in the camera.

This is the scene you should return to at differ-
ent times of day, different seasons, when it’s 
wet, when it’s dry, and just about everything 
in between that you can think of. By working 
through this repetition, you will gain a new 
respect for the scene you are photographing. 

After a few weeks, you will begin to see chang-
es in the images you have photographed. 
Your composition may have changed slightly, 
the color may have changed with the season, 
and you will begin to understand why you 
chose this scene and to build a relationship 
with it. Eventually, you will find an exposure 
that you enjoy and know that you’ve finished 
studying the scene. The good news is, there 
are always more scenes to study and photo-
graph!

muenchworkshops.com
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The majority of guides in the safari industry are ac-
complished photographers. So how does a non-pho-
tographer survive as a guide for Muench Workshops? 
Over my nearly 40 years guiding, photography has 
transitioned from slide and print film—where every 
photograph taken had to be thought about very 
carefully—to the modern era where you can click 
and edit on the spot. I am just as amazed watching 
Marc and Andy give tutorials on the computer as I 
am by their instruction in the field! It has been a very 
rapid evolution for the photographic world, but, as a 
guide, the foundation I built during the film era was 
extremely important. One had to think very carefully, 
in order to get the photographer into the right posi-
tion, to never waste a shot. Maybe all guides should 
be put through that learning process! The thrill for 
me, comes in seeing the photographers’ excitement 
and the amazing images they create.

Photography Guiding on Safari

James Robertson
Like the safari industry itself, James Robertson was born and raised in Kenya, where his appetite for adventure has earned him a reputation as one of the modern pioneers of the global safari business. With nearly 
forty years of African guiding experience, James has been an integral part of Muench Workshops’ successes in Africa. With his guidance and expertise, we are able to craft unique safaris that result in one-of-a-kind 
experiences and amazing photographs for our guests. “I’m not a photographer, I’m a guide. And this is why it’s important to have Muench Workshops along with me, as they really know what they are doing with their 
clients to make the best photographs!” 

muenchworkshops.com
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As a wildlife guide, it is important to lead the  photographers to the best 
location for the shot, which is why I am always thinking about changes 
in angles, light, and positioning. Where possible, one is looking to create 
photographs that are out of the ordinary. Getting out of the vehicle, and 
very low to the ground, can enhance the shot—especially with elephant 

close ups—and add to the size and magnificence of the animal. Back-light-
ing can be dramatic, especially with run-of-the-mill animals such as wilde-
beest, transforming an ordinary shot into a spectacular one. Careful guid-
ing in this manner will give the photographer the best opportunities for 
amazing photographs.

http://muenchworkshops.com
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When in the field, one tends to focus on the subject, but the guide has to be keenly aware of the surroundings at all times. Often the unfolding dramas are hidden, 
but happening nearby. If the guide is also glued to the lens these dramas can easily be overlooked.  Recently I had a cheetah with five tiny cubs and, as ever 
with these animals, they were superb models and totally captivating. But slinking through the bush nearby was a leopard, whose approach, as with the 
nature of this cat, would have been overlooked unless one was constantly vigilant. This allowed our group to relocate, and watch a very tense interaction 
as the cheetah mother lured the leopard away from her cubs. You can imagine the photographic opportunities that could have been so easily missed if the 
guide wasn’t focused on this situation. There is so much happening in and around the vehicle. Along with describing wildlife interaction (such as pointing 
out the plants, birds, and scenery), one also has to be aware of the needs of everyone in the vehicle, which can sometimes mean moving the vehicle just a 
few inches at a time!

http://muenchworkshops.com
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Being a guide is an incredibly privileged profession, often looking like a perpetual holiday, and that should be the perception from those traveling with a guide. None of 
the complex planning of the overall trip or day to day activities should ever be apparent. It should appear seamless.
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 A guide should be a mentor to 
everything around,  but most 
of all a friend guiding you 
through all the beauty that Af-
rica has to offer. Once Africa is 
under the skin it is very hard to 
forget, and you will want to re-
turn many more times.
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As a former Army Officer and helicopter pilot, I 
was taught to always plan for the unexpected 
while maintaining the highest degree of flexibili-
ty. My experience also taught me that the obvious 
might not always be so obvious. This advice really 
paid off on a Muench Workshops trip in Iceland.

During this Iceland trip we faced rain, fog, cold, 
wind, and just downright nasty weather from the 
very start of the workshop. With the vehicle win-
dows fogged and visibility obscured, clients start-
ed wondering if this was all there was to Iceland. 
I knew I had to get something going, and fast. I 
leaned over to our Icelandic guide and said, “I 
want to start shooting the marshmallows [plas-
tic-wrapped hay bales] along the way and we 
need to stop at the next field.” Heavy mist envel-
oped us as we piled out of the vehicle at the next 
farmer’s field, cameras and tripods in hand. With 
no clear direction and blank looks on everyone’s 
faces, I knew I was about to get the question: “...
and why did we stop here?” Before anyone could 
utter a word, I shared with all that we were “here 
to shoot the marshmallows.” I said, “Your job is to 
make something out of nothing using the marsh-
mallows as your subject.”  I honestly thought they 
were going to kill me right then and there. After 

all, who wants to shoot a field full of marshmal-
lows in a very cold mist!

This exercise continued for the next two days as 
we stopped at nearly every marshmallow field we 
encountered. With most of the great landscapes 
out of reach because of the nasty weather, every-
one soon figured out that I actually had a plan. It 
was time to let the cat out of the bag so I initiated 
a high-level discussion on general composition as 
we drove to our next field. By now everyone was 
fully engaged in spotting the fields of marshmal-
lows and the “whys and why-nots” to stop soon 
took over the conversation as we drove through 
the countryside.

At our next stop, the discussion on composition 
took a deeper dive as I set up my Hasselblad and 
called everyone over to look at the large screen 
on the back of the camera and how I had framed 
the shot. Comments ranged from ‘how did you 
see that?’ to ‘now I get it.’ As we were pulling away 
from this particular shoot, one of the clients said, 
“Now I get what you are having us do with these 
damn marshmallows. You are forcing us to learn 
to see and I am all in—sorry for my previous com-
plaining.” I grinned, and then smiled to myself the 
rest of the evening. Over the next few days our 
discussion on composition grew more and more 

complex. From looking for lead-in lines to ba-
sic and complementary angles, it was a head 
game that everyone enjoyed. In the end, I have 
no doubt that many of the photographs taken 
on this trip were much stronger because of the 
week-long exercise on Learning to See.

No matter how you cut it, if you can’t see the 
photograph, it will simply be a picture. We have 
all heard that famous quote by Ansel Adams, “A 
picture is taken, a photograph is made.” Effective 
composition is the one element that has the abil-
ity to transform your photograph from a picture 
to a jaw-dropping WOW image. The WOW image 
is one that impacts the viewer to the extent that 
they become emotionally attached or invested 
in the image.

Before we move on, a quote from Ernst Haas on 
composition precisely nails this subject, “Leica, 
schmeica. The camera doesn’t make a bit of differ-
ence. All of them can record what you are seeing. 
But you have to see.” 

Now let’s look at some of the images and corre-
sponding compositional remarks from this trip, 
as well as a few other images.

Learning to See:
Rainy Days in Iceland

Randy Hanna
Randy has a passion for photography that has taken him to the far corners of the globe. He has traveled extensively to photograph wildlife, culture, and landscapes in remote locations such as the South Pacific, 
Middle East, and Africa. Following in his father’s footsteps, he grew up with a camera in hand. As a military officer, Randy uses his engineering background, coupled with an artistic eye and years of teaching, to 
help both experienced and novice photographers improve their skills. He tries to draw the viewer into the image to share with them the excitement of being on location and taking the photograph.

muenchworkshops.com
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Rule of Thirds, or the Golden Mean

With the rule of thirds being re-
garded as one of the keystones of 
landscape photography, I will often 
go toward another type of compo-
sition, one that guides the viewer 
through the image. I call this ‘going 
for a walk within my image.’  In the 
image to the right, I chose the Gold-
en Mean or Golden Ratio to guide 
me with the alignment of the moun-
tain. The Golden Mean is similar to 
the Rule of Thirds; however, more 
weight is given to the four corners. 
I find that this type of composition 
is a little less boring than the stan-
dard thirds that we all are so used 
to seeing or using in our images, so 
much so that I seldom use the rule 
of thirds anymore.

muenchworkshops.com
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Golden Triangle

A second compositional approach that also works on this image is the Gold-
en Triangle.  This approach is generally used for photos with diagonal lines 
with the intent of capturing subjects within each of the triangles. Using this 
overlay, you can see that I have captured the mountain, the rock, and the 
reflection in each of the quadrants.

Adding Depth to Your Images

In many images I will work extra hard to place an object in the foreground. 
This serves to not only provide an anchor point but creates a sense of depth 
to the image. More often than not, I will strive to position the foreground 
object along one of the axis lines of the Golden Triangle:

muenchworkshops.com
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Now let’s bring several of these compositional 
elements together. In this image, I deliberately 
moved away from the Rule of Thirds and cut 
the image in half because I had a very strong 
natural horizon formed at the intersection of 
the grass field and the foothills of the moun-
tain. I also had a strong foreground component 
as well as a lead-in line formed by the tail of the 
first plastic wrap in the lower left corner. I of-
ten make use of the Golden Spiral when deal-
ing with lead-in lines. In this case, the lines are 
set up to guide you through the entire image, 
exiting to the right in the clouds. By choosing 
a lower angle of view and using objects in the 
foreground, middleground and background, I 
was able to create a sense of depth, and cre-
ate an anchor point as the jumping off point to 
enter the image. For me, the image starts with 
the large marshmallow then immediately the 
lead-in line kicks in and takes the viewer to the 
next marshmallow and on down the line. At 
one point the green / brown horizon kicks in 
and suddenly you are done with the field and 
zooming along the face of the mountain and 
out via the clouds. What a journey. Follow the 
red lines in the same image and see if you can 
see what I saw.
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The final point I would like to make is that you 
never pass up a location simply because it 
does not look appealing from your initial van-
tage point. Get out of the vehicle, take a look 
around, change your perspective, and give it 
a go. Case in point was a simple non-descript 
location in the Highlands of Iceland. Several 
clients offered up comments such as, “I don’t 
see anything here” or “I think I will take a pass.”  I 
knew in my gut there was an image to be made 
but we would have to work for it. I grabbed my 
gear and everyone followed—and down we 
went. This is what the shot looked like from the 
hillside near our vehicle.
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This image provides an example of a 
serious change in perspective from 
the same location. I wonder how many 
photographers simply passed by this 
location without giving it a second 
look? Before we ended up in the wa-
ter, I walked everyone around the site 
and pointed out numerous composi-
tions, each featuring various elements 
that we had been discussing during 
our trip. Each person commented on 
what they saw and what did and did 
not work for them. Interestingly, we all 
ended up shooting in nearly the same 
spot, wet feet and all. For me, this im-
age works because I chose a very low-
to-the-ground perspective. This per-
spective allowed me to remove much 
of the black barren background that 
added no value to the image. I added 
an ND filter for some water blur, includ-
ed a rock in the middle of the stream, 
and BAM, everything came together.
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As luck would have it on one of our last nights 
in Iceland, the clouds parted and the skies lit 
up with a brilliant dancing display of Northern 
Lights. Can you find the compositional ele-
ments that work for you in this image?

At one point in the light show I looked around 
our group of photographers and noticed that 
all cameras were down. We were all just gaz-
ing at the skies and taking in the dance. Some-
times it is not always about the photograph, 
maybe—just maybe—it is about the experi-
ence and being able to witness something ex-
traordinary.
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I was born a photographer. My earliest mem-
ories are of helping my father with his pho-
tography. I have always been fascinated by 
light and landscape, and inspired by both. 
Traveling through the wild country of the 
American West with my parents, the land-
scapes I experienced are the landscapes that 
formed me both as an artist and as a person. 
Early morning and late day, powerful land-
scapes are my passion, my destination and 
my subject: giant sequoias in Yosemite, the 
Olympic rainforest, soaring peaks in Torres 
del Paine or Alaska, sand dunes of the Mo-
jave Desert, Monument Valley, every desert 
in the world. Lately I’ve been beguiled by 
the Gobi Desert of Mongolia—its starkness 
and the nomadic life it supports. I am drawn 
by the landscapes created by Hawaii’s volca-
noes; by Denali’s glaciers; by earth-cutting 
rivers; by all the forces of wind and weather. 

I began my work with a 4x5 film camera. That 
beginning formed my seeing. The world 
seen upside down was a world of light, of 
nature’s forms, of composition within the 
earth’s dynamics. Setting up a shot took 
time and patience. It required I have a real 
sense of what I wanted before I exposed the 

The Timeless Moment

David Muench
A native of Santa Barbara, California, David’s sensitivity and determination to champion the strength and beauty of the land, and wilderness in particular, have led to extensive contributions of his work in 
magazines, books, advertising, exhibit format books, wilderness and conservation publications, as well as numerous exhibits. His formal schooling includes the Rochester Institute of Technology in New York, The 
University of California at Santa Barbara, and the Art Center School of Design in Los Angeles, California. David has been a freelancer for more than 50 years.

frame. Ultimately, it provided me with my sig-
nature style: seeing connection between near 
and far. I revel in how cactus blooms and wild-
flowers lead my eye to the landscape beyond. 
Subjects at my feet connect me to the rest of 
the scene.

Within that process is the timeless moment, 
the photographic instant between past and fu-
ture. Time is stopped right now, in this moment 
between what has just happened and what is 
about to occur. The moment becomes eternal 
because the camera has captured it. The pho-
tograph presents a unique point in time, seen 
from a perspective that is exclusively one’s own.

Awareness of my surroundings allows me to un-
derstand how the landscape is created through 
my sight, and how my camera will capture it. 
This process is all about the timing and the 
light. Is the light striking? Is it soft and ambient? 
Is it crosslit or backlit? Or, is it the wrong time 
altogether and should I just sit down and eat a 
sandwich? Sometimes it is better to wait and vi-
sualize the possibilities. When I have observed 
and captured the right moment, I am elated.
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After years of working with the 
4x5 camera, I also began shoot-
ing with 35mm film, sometimes 
using the two almost side by 
side. 35mm cameras were easier, 
faster, and good for more spon-
taneous work. Spontaneity be-
came still easier with the advent 
of digital cameras. But, for me, 
composition remains the same. 
Observation, regardless of the in-
strument used to record that ob-
servation, does not change. The 
most important aspect of pho-
tography is that your perception 
of the world allows you to find the 
right moment, and this does not 
change with your equipment.
    
My passion for unique combi-
nations of subject and light still 
leads me all over the world. I 
continue to seek out the silent 
depths of a snowstorm at the 
Grand Canyon, or on the heights 
of the Tetons; the great wildflow-
er displays in the desert spring; 
autumn colors in the Rockies; re-
flections in high mountain lakes; 
a single fallen leaf in a pool on 
granite in Yosemite.
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The subject that most captivates me 
is the Bristlecone Pine. I feel it as my 
connection between earth and sky. 
At the highest, least hospitable ele-
vation in the American West, these 
ancient trees reach skyward, their 
sculpted arms holding ribbons of 
life. They talk to me of life, struggle, 
and survival. Maybe they are easier 
to relate to when your life as a pho-
tographer spans the years from large 
format cameras to digital. Maybe I 
relate to their great age, to their in-
sistence on life. Certainly, they are in-
spiring for me to photograph, these 
venerable sculptures connecting 
earth and sky, offering their own ver-
sion of the eternal.

And so, my journey continues…
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Antarctica has always been my favorite location to 
capture images of wildlife and landscapes. I have 
been going down to the ice for over 27 years as a 
commercial diver with the National Science Foun-
dation and its subcontractors, and with expedition 
ships as a naturalist, photographer, and Zodiac driv-
er. Antarctica is a very challenging place to shoot 
photos due to the cold, snow, rain, wind, and light. It 
is dark 24 hours a day during most of the winter and 
light 24 hours a day all summer, making day or night 
photos more challenging. Nevertheless, there is still 
fantastic light available for great photographs.

I have been trying for more than 20 years to get a 
nighttime photo with the moon, stars, icebergs, ani-
mals, etc. Since most of my work has been at Palmer 
Station and McMurdo Station in the summer months, 
the opportunities for night photography were lim-
ited. Also, before digital cameras you couldn’t get 
immediate feedback on how your exposures were 
coming out.

Capturing Unusual Landscapes in Antarctica

Jack Baldelli
An accomplished naturalist, photographer, and sailor, Jack is one of the few commercial divers regularly working at the United States bases in Antarctica, where he maintains vital seawater intake systems and 
ship access to piers, and provides support to underwater scientific operations. Jack is also a lecturer, naturalist, and zodiac driver for expedition ships to the Antarctic Peninsula, South Orkney Islands, Elephant 
Island, South Georgia Island, and the Falkland Islands. Jack was a commercial diver and supervisor in the North Sea, India and Africa in the 1970’s and 1980’s with over 265 days of saturation diving to 500 feet. 
After getting his degree in marine biology, he was a military and commercial pilot.
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In 2014, I was finally at Palmer Station for 
ten weeks during the mostly dark win-
ter season. We had great icebergs next 
to shore for most of that time. The bad 
news was that for the first six weeks, the 
only location for capturing a moon rise 
behind icebergs was closed due to nest-
ing storm petrels. Once the site was re-
opened, we had tough conditions: winds 
over 30 knots, snow, rain, or clouds for 
two continuous weeks. I was now down 
to the last week of my stay, but just a few 
days before I was going to leave, a clear 
sky opened up.
 
To get into position for the shoot I had 
to hike up and down a very smooth and 
steep glacier. I never could convince any-
one to go with me since we had nine-
hour workdays, after which I was up most 
of the night photographing. When the 
weather cleared, the nighttime tempera-
ture was 15°F. I found out that my cam-
era would stop working at around 20°F. I 
would keep putting it inside my coat and 
after 30 to 40 minutes the camera would 
work for a 20- to 30-minute shoot.
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I could adjust the flash output manually from full power to near zero. I used the diffuser on the flash as well as 
my frozen fingers as a diffuser/dodger. Being able to see the composition and exposures after each shot made 
it easier to adjust to get the photograph I was after.

I wanted to have small-grounded ice 
chunks in the foreground of my photo-
graph, so I could put small lights under-
neath them for interesting light effects. 
By the time I was all setup, the tide came 
in and I could only get one small berg 
bit to light up. I was also a bit concerned 
about safety as these icebergs—some 
over 100 feet tall—were less than 100 
yards away. If one of the icebergs had 
calved, or a large chunk of ice had rolled 
over, it would create a small tsunami 
which could wash me into the 28°F wa-
ter, or even crush me. When an iceberg 
calves it sounds like a cannon exploding. 
Well,  just after I had set up my tripod, a 
very loud explosion sounded. Luckily it 
was just ice expanding, but I still moved 
off the flats and up about 15 feet above 
the water’s edge with my tripod, and 
hopefully out of harm’s way. I still had to 
walk down to the water’s edge to place 
the lights, but I was ready to scamper up 
the slope, to my camera and safety, if a 
wave came.

I used three types of lights: 1) very small 
LEDs to put under or behind chunks of 
ice to achieve a soft glow through the 
ice, 2) a portable 1000 lumen flashlight 
to expose the large icebergs and near-
by land up to 100 yards away,  and, 3) a 
shoe-mounted flash to more evenly ex-
pose the fill light. 
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The moonlight was incredibly bright. I increased the ƒ-stop and the amount of light from the hand held flashlight and strobe, so that I could get warm yellow moonlight 
reflecting off the water and on the icebergs. I also used my black glove to block out the moonlight for 15 to 20 seconds during the 30 second exposure.
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I had waited for years to shoot 
these images, but my camera 
froze up after only two hours 
of shooting. I was able to put it 
under my coat, but by that time 
I was getting so cold, I had to 
quit. I was hoping to go back 
every night for the six days I had 
left on station, but the large ice-
bergs were all blown out to sea 
the next day.

The joy of these images for me 
was calling on all of my photo 
techniques—and then some—
to realize a picture I had in my 
mind’s eye for years.
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The skill of panning photography is going to take every ounce of patience 
you have. While the concept is simple, the execution can go wrong more 
often than it is successful. Almost every person I have talked to about this 
type of photography has told me that it wasn’t until they saw that “one cool 
photo” that they had that “AHA!” moment.
 
Indulge me while I walk you through how I found out how to do it, then I will 
give you some tips to help you more easily get a handle on this than I did. I 
was 13 when I stumbled upon this. Yes, stumbled. Sometimes ignorance is 
bliss, and, as a 13-year-old trying to freeze images with high shutter speeds, 
my lack of knowledge produced an image that gave me some ideas.
 
Back then we had a family dog named Brandy. He was a miniature poodle 
that was a bolt of white lightning when he ran out the back yard, where he 
darted from side to side as if he were doing sprints. One afternoon I was 
trying to freeze the motion for photography class, but my novice brain did 
not adjust the shutter speed, and, as such, it was not fast enough to achieve 
what I wanted. After a roll of film, and a tired dog that was fed up with my 
dog biscuit bribery, I discovered in the dark room that I could freeze part of 
the dog yet have the background blurred. This was my “AHA!” moment.
 
It wasn’t like I got “the” shot; out of more than 20 images, only one even got 
close to what I would have considered worthy of submission to my teacher. I 
remember being inspired and heading out to buy a bag full of film and more 
dog biscuits than should ever be fed to a dog. But hey, it was for a school 
project, and Brandy would have to take one for the team.

So, this latchkey kid would have a couple hours each day to work on getting 
this image. Dozens of film rolls, and a few extra pounds on Brandy later, I 
got the shot: a dog, head and body in focus, legs a little blurred, mid stride, 
hovering over the ground, with a green background in a full-fledged motion 
blur. “AHA!”
 
At the age of 13, I felt I had achieved photographic nirvana; I had the Holy 
Grail of photographs that would put me on top of the class. I felt great, until 
my mother found the evidence of dog biscuit boxes and noticed Brandy had 
put on weight. She approached me and I admitted what I did. I was banned 
from feeding the dog snacks. My punishment was walking the dog until he 
shed the weight.
 
Fast forward 30 years, and here I am writing this article.
 
Here are a few tips I put together to hopefully raise your success rate from 
one-out-of-five-hundred to one-out-of-one-hundred. Like a lot of photog-
raphy, panning is a percentage game; one keeper out of one hundred pho-
tos is not out of the ordinary. But, I promise, that “one” is worth the effort!

Panning Photography

Kevin Pepper
Kevin is a Sigma Pro photographer, a Panasonic Lumix Storyteller and Manfrotto Ambassador based in Canada. His first love is photographing nature, regardless of the season or weather condition; the 
Canadian landscape and wildlife are his inspiration. But you will also see other styles of photography in his portfolio. From street photography to urban exploration of abandoned buildings, and even 
architecture, he loves to capture it all with his camera for his corporate clients and his growing personal portfolio. Kevin’s images have been used in Canadian Nature Photographer, PHOTONews Canada, 
Photo Technique Magazine, Quebecor Media, The Weather Network, Newfoundland and Labrador Tourism, and National Geographic Online. His work has also been used by companies such as the City of 
Cambridge, Olympus, Sigma, Manfrotto, GORE Mutual, TVO, and African Lion Safari.
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The Basic Concept

Panning works when you move the 
camera in perfect synergy with the 
subject. It’s not enough to just swing 
the camera from side to side. You have 
to move it in perfect sync with your 
subject. Sounds easy, right? “HA!” I say. 

Choosing the Right Subject

Generally it is easier to pan with a 
fast-moving subject than a slow 
one. Horses running perpendicular 
to you are great examples. They are 
moving fast enough that you can 
pan smoothly with their straight line 
motion. People walking or casually 
jogging are almost impossible; they 
are too erratic and slow to get much 
blur and it’s difficult to pan smoothly. 
Football players are tough because 
they move erratically. And running 
dogs like Brandy, well, give them 
something to run for and they will do 
it because they want to please.
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Focus Tracking 

It’s very important that your subject is in fo-
cus, so you switch your camera to continuous 
auto focus. In this mode, you hold down your 
shutter half-way to lock focus on your subject. 
Without letting go of the shutter, start fol-
lowing your subject with your camera at the 
same speed. Your camera should automati-
cally adjust focus. You can take several shots 
at once; the number of photos is dependent 
on your camera. For you birders, it’s the same 
principle, just keep focus on what you want 
to be in focus.

The Right Background

Finding the right background i s  a l m o s t 
a s  i m p o r t a n t  as the right subject. The 
background must have some detail in order 
to produce the pleasing motion streaks you 
will want. That is why a jet is a bad subject 
for panning when it is up against a plain blue 
sky. Pan all you want but the sky is a solid col-
or: blue. Nothing will look as if it moved. On 
the other hand, backgrounds with too much 
contrast will often make bad backgrounds for 
panning. Just one person in a white T-shirt 
can create an unsightly white blob in your 
photograph. Choose carefully, play with dif-
ferent scenes, and find one that works.
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Pick a Good Shutter Speed

When taking panning shots, use Manual 
Exposure or maybe Shutter Priority meter-
ing. Whichever you choose, the object is the 
same. You don’t want the shutter speed to 
change while you are shooting.

Shutter speed is important; however, there 
is no “correct” shutter speed for panning. The 
longer the shutter speed, the more blurred 
the background will be, and the higher the 
probability the subject you wanted in fo-
cus will blur. A long shutter speed will make 
your subject pop out from the background, 
and that is good. It becomes a balancing 
act. As a starting point, let’s go back to the 
example of the horses running across the 
picture. Try anything between 1/8 of a sec-
ond and 1/60 of a second. Beyond 1/8 of a 
second it’s really tough to get a sharp im-
age. Above 1/250 of a second, the camera 
will probably stop too much action and 
ruin the blur effect, except for fast-moving 
objects like flying birds or jets. In that case, 
you might need 1/500 of a second for a bird 
and 1/1000 of a second for the jet, and that 
brings us to our next problem.

Practice Panning Smoothly

A fluid, smooth motion is the name of 
the game. No jerking, no rushing, and 
no hesitation. Your stance should face 
the subject that you want to focus on, 
or you can sit on the ground to stop 
the camera from moving too much. 
You then rotate your shoulders to 
pick up your subject in the viewfinder. 
Start clicking the shutter before your 
subject reaches the ideal point and 
then keep shooting after they pass 
that point. Good follow through is im-
perative. The best panning shooters 
literally go out and just practice their 
movements until they get it right.
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Use the Viewfinder

Your viewfinder is your friend when it comes to panning. The best tip I can 
give you is to set the viewfinder to show crosshairs, then focus on the inter-
secting line of the crosshairs and follow the subject in the viewfinder. You will 
eat more battery doing it this way, but it does help with the success ratio.

Try. Evaluate. Retry. Experiment!

There is no right or wrong way to produce the desired results; set rules 
do not apply. Just have fun with it, and experiment with camera motion. 
My rule of thumb when coming upon a scene is that 70% of the images 
I take are to achieve tack sharp imagery in good lighting, and 30% of the 
images I take will be out-of-the-box thinking, isolation of body parts, or to 
attempt panning.

Final Thoughts 

Things do not always have to be totally in focus. This type of photography, 
in addition to showing motion of an object, can be a highly artistic type of 
photography. Technically, you should not be able to have motion in a still 
photograph. This is a two-dimensional form of art. But the act of panning 
will force a person to look at the image more closely, and they will until 
they come to realize, “That’s not a blurry picture. That’s a photo of a poodle 
that loves running in the backyard. That’s cute!”
 
I hope I gave you your “AHA!” moment! Now go out, try this, and “pay it 
forward” so the next person can have their “AHA!” moment.
 
Happy Shooting!
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I am a professional landscape photographer, 
meaning that I work every day to make a living 
from it. For this reason, I am usually very busy. 
There is a short period every year that is relative-
ly quiet for me, and this often happens to be in 
winter. I normally use these few weeks between 
December and January for dealing with unpro-
cessed images that have remained sitting in my 
hard drives for too long, and thinking about new 
projects.

Some time ago, during one of these breaks, I 
started working at reorganizing and storing my 
archives of old 35mm and medium-format slides 
and negatives, when I stumbled upon 4–5 boxes 
containing a number of 35mm slides that I imme-
diately recognized as the pictures my father took 
with a microscope he had purchased about 30 
years ago.

My father was a photographer who loved the out-
door life, hiking in the Alps and taking black and 
white landscape pictures, and he passed his pas-
sion on to me. But he was also a man with an insa-
tiable curiosity about everything, always eager to 
make experiments and learn new things. I remem-

ber he had purchased this optical microscope 
with the declared intent of taking pictures with it, 
but for some reason it didn’t work out, and after 
a few attempts he gave up. The microscope was 
stored on a shelf in my parents’ basement, where 
it collected dust for decades. Despite the heavy vi-
gnetting on the corners, those slides looked very 
nice, with vibrant colors and wonderful textures 
and shapes. However, when I gave them a closer 
look with a loupe magnifier, I finally realized why 
my father abandoned this project: they were all 
blurry.

One of the toughest problems one has to deal 
with, when taking pictures with an optical micro-
scope, is the complete lack of depth of field. I think 
the native depth of field of a microscope objec-
tive lens can be measured in microns (1/1000s of 
a millimeter), and stopping down is not an option 
as microscope lenses do not have a diaphragm. As 
long as the subject is perfectly flat, it is possible 
to deal with this strong limitation, and if you per-
fectly nail the focusing distance, you can obtain 
something that is sharp enough. But the subject 
my father had chosen for his pictures was sugar 
dissolved in water and then dehydrated. Sugar 

crystals are solid objects with a thickness that 
can reach several tenths of a millimeter, way 
beyond the capability of the microscope. Thirty 
years ago, modern digital cameras with features 
we take for granted nowadays, were probably 
only in the dreams of Mr. Steven Sasson and per-
haps a handful of other scientists. The camera 
my father used for his microscope photographs 
was a superb SLR camera, a Contax RTS II. But 
of course it lacked a display with live view and 
10x magnification. Focusing through the view-
finder alone had to be a kind of nightmare, and 
succeeding would have been almost entirely a 
matter of luck.

“But now, things are different,” I thought. So, I 
pulled the microscope off the shelf, carefully 
dusted it off, and got it working again. Here are a 
few samples of what I have been able to achieve, 
so far.

Fine Art Microscope Photography

Paolo De Faveri
Paolo has been a full-time professional landscape, nature, travel, and architecture photographer since 2007. He specializes in images of Italy, France, and other European countries. His aim in photography is to 
create dramatic and dynamic images that produce an emotional response in the viewer. Using amazing light, wide-angle lenses, and neutral-density filters, Paolo is used to waiting a long time in the field for 
those moments when unusual or harsh weather conditions contribute unique drama and mood. His pictures have appeared in calendars, books, travel magazines, brochures, and as wall art in offices, hotels, 
restaurants and corporate venues. He lives and gives workshops near Turin, Italy.
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Why take microscope photographs?

Well, because they’re fascinating of course! 
My main interest with microscope photog-
raphy lies in discovering interesting shapes 
and colors, and framing them into a beautiful, 
complex, and eye-catching composition.

My goal is not scientific research. With only 
two years of chemistry classes in high school 
more than 25 years ago, I’m not even remote-
ly qualified for that! But it certainly is an artis-
tic quest.

That said, I think what works best for my pur-
poses is either crystals, or other materials 
that, through a dehydrating process, produce 
crystals or something similar. So far I have 
made attempts with sugar, salt, vinyl glue, 
acrylic glue, nail polish, aspirin, and antibiot-
ics. I found that they all work great in produc-
ing crystals or other textures with compelling 
shapes and details.

The Grand Canyon—A view of a mix of salt and sugar crystals on glass in 
polarized light. The “river” is actually a crack in the mass of sugar and salt, 
revealing the glass beneath. A microscopic grand canyon in a colorful desert.
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Preparing the Slides

Preparing a slide with these kinds of materials is very easy. 
For sugar, salt, drugs, and similar things, you just have to 
make a water solution, put a few drops on the slide and 
then let the water to evaporate. One thing I have noticed is 
that the shape and size of crystals is strongly influenced by 
the rate of evaporation. A slow evaporation rate will usually 
produce big and multifaceted crystals. If you instead put 
the slide into the microwave oven and bake it for a minute 
or two at maximum power, the evaporation rate will be ex-
tremely fast, and this will let only a thin layer of very small 
crystals form on the slide. Both kinds of crystals can work 
well when photographed, although they require a different 
approach because of the different thickness.

With mediums like glue or enamel, the preparation process 
is a bit different of course, as you don’t need to make a water 
solution with this material. Instead, just put a drop or two 
of the substance on the slide and then let it dry out. Putting 
these substances into the microwave oven can sometimes 
produce funny patterns, such as bubbles and craters.

Taking Pictures 

Once you have found something that looks interesting on 
the slide, it’s time to start shooting. As I said, the main is-
sue you have to deal with is the extremely shallow depth 
of field of the lenses of the microscope. Even if your subject 
looks perfectly flat, it probably is not. And if it is not, it will 
most likely fall beyond the capabilities of your microscope.

Feathers: miscroscope view of backlit sugar crystals in polarized light.
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A slice of the brain of an alien form of 
life perhaps? Not really, only acrylic 
glue in polarized light.
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Sprayed drops of nail polish on 
glass, forced to dry quickly by means 
of heat exposure (microwave oven).
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Extending the depth of field with the focus stacking technique

As you cannot stop down your microscope’s lens, there is only one 
way to overcome this problem: focus stacking. Instead of taking 
just one picture of your subject, you will take several shots of it, 
each of them at a slightly different focus distances, so that every 
shot has at least something sharp in it. Afterward, you have to 
combine (stack) the sequence of shots into one image that hope-
fully will look sharp everywhere.

Before starting to shoot the sequence, remember to set the cam-
era to manual, choose the shutter speed and color balance that are 
most appropriate, and don’t change them anymore until you have 
finished, otherwise you will get images with different colors and 
brightness that will be difficult to merge together.

If you shoot RAW, you have to do the same when you process the 
images, i.e. you need to choose a processing procedure once, and 
then apply it to the whole set of images.
When you have finished shooting and processing your sequence 
of images, it’s time to stack them together into one single image. 
There are many ways to do focus stacking. For example, you can 
use the Adobe Photoshop script that has been specifically de-
signed for this.

Honestly, I don’t think this Photoshop script does what it promis-
es. It often produces alignment mistakes among layers, and some-
times it doesn’t correctly identify the sharp areas of the images to 
be stacked. There are, however,  many third party tools that work 
great for focus stacking, some of them are completely free, and 
some are distributed as shareware software. Among these, the one 
that works best for me is Helicon Focus by Helicon Soft, Ltd. It’s a 
great tool; it manages to stack as many images as you like, it always 
succeeds in identifying the sharp areas of each image, and the 

whole process is always flawless and quick. At the end of the focus stacking process, 
you can open the stacked image in Photoshop and apply the final enhancements 
(contrast, saturation, etc.). A sequence of six images, each one focused to a slightly 
different distance…
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…and the resulting image after the focus stacking 
process, perfectly sharp everywhere.
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The Microscope

To start taking microscope pictures, you don’t 
need to break the bank. You only need an op-
tical microscope that has an acceptable optical 
quality, is sturdy enough to bear the weight of 
the camera, and has a powerful halogen bulb as 
the main source of illumination. There’s a wide 
range of microscopes designed for students and 
amateurs that will work great, and they normally 
sell between €250-500.

Mine was made in China in the 1980s. I cannot 
tell you anything about the manufacturer, as the 
company name is only written in Chinese char-
acters, but  the model ID as reported on the user 
manual is XSP-13A. Funnily enough, I recently 
discovered on the internet that it is still available 
today, exactly the same model of 30 years ago!

My microscope photography equipment

The Adapter

For mounting the camera onto the microscope, 
you need an adapter ring. This is basically a tube 
with a threaded ring on the microscope side and 
a bayonet ring on the camera side. Mine is a cus-
tom-made adapter, with a Contax bayonet as my 
father’s camera was a Contax. So for using it with 
my Canon cameras I had to add another adapter 
ring. It can accommodate one eyepiece inside, 
the smallest that I have with a 5x magnification. 

Using an eyepiece is not a smart idea though. 
Sure, it will dramatically increase the overall 
magnification, but it will also produce a lot of vi-
gnetting (the eyepiece diameter is much smaller 
than the sensor), and it will also add a whole lot 
of new chromatic aberrations.
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The Camera

I normally use my Canon EOS 70D for my microscope photography. The 70D 
has a swing-out LCD screen that makes it possible to focus while sitting, and 
this can be more relaxing at times. I have tried to take pictures with my 5D 
MkII as well, but it didn’t work because I always have vignetting as the cam-
era sensor is too big for the size of the main tube of the microscope, which 
is only 32 mm. Sure, the adapter produces some magnification (it works like 
an extension tube after all) but this is apparently not enough for my 5DMkII. 
There are in any case adapters specifically designed for full frame cameras, 
for example those of Mecan Imaging.
 
 

Overall, the most important aspect is that the live view of my EOS 70D is 
of great help when trying to focus on the smallest details.

Other Stuff

For taking good microscope photos, you absolutely need a polarizer filter. 
Seeing a slide in polarized light makes a huge difference, as the polarizer 
will dramatically increase the overall contrast of the scene, and it will also 
pull out wonderful colors that are invisible without it. For polarizing the 
light, simply place the polarizer between the light source (i.e the halogen 
bulb) and the slide.

A bellows can sometimes help in reducing the vignetting issue when using 
a full frame camera, although in my case it wasn’t enough to completely re-
solve the problem. I also used it with the 70D as another way for increasing 
the magnification, and it worked great for this purpose.

Another useful accessory is a potentiometer, or variable resistor, that allows 
you to reduce the power and thus the luminosity produced by the bulb. 
This is very useful when you have very bright areas on your slide. At full 
power these areas would probably be rendered as white by your camera 
sensor. Dimming the light can sometimes help to avoid this issue and also 
to discover subtle details in these very bright areas that are otherwise in-
visible.

Finally, a remote shutter switch can help a lot in reducing vibrations.
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You may have heard that Yellowstone National Park is the United 
States’ first national park, but most people are not aware that Yel-
lowstone was also the world’s first national park. The creation of Yel-
lowstone defined the entire concept of a national park and set an 
example to the world that a nation could and should set aside spe-
cial places for the benefit and enjoyment of all its citizens.

Following the 1871 Langford expedition which compiled a compre-
hensive geological report as well as large-format photographs by 
William Henry Jackson and paintings by Thomas Moran, President 
Ulysses S. Grant signed the The Act of Dedication on March 1st, 1872, 
creating Yellowstone National Park.

The magnificent photographs and paintings created by Jackson and 
Moran, along with the scores that have followed since then, have ig-
nited the imagination of millions of visitors—not just from the Unit-
ed States, but also from curious travelers the world over.

I consider myself incredibly fortunate that, in my capacity as a photo 
workshop leader, I get to travel to some of the most inspiring and 
beautiful places on this planet—yet Yellowstone holds a special 
place in my heart. I have been visiting Yellowstone in both a pro-
fessional and personal capacity at least once a year, for more than a 
decade. Yet, every single visit to the park is unique for me, because 
it is enhanced by seeing it through the eyes of the people who are 
experiencing it for the first time.

Yellowstone: Crown of the National Park System

Juan Pons
Born and raised in San Juan, Puerto Rico, Juan is a nature and wildlife photographer, whose passion is photographing our world’s magnificent wildlife and natural features. A strong supporter of wildlife 
and natural habitat conservation, Juan is a member of several conservation organizations. Though private individuals purchase photos directly from him, Juan also donates his images to non-profit 
organizations dedicated to nature and wildlife preservation. Juan never ceases to be amazed by the natural subjects he photographs, and hopes that sharing his photographs will inspire others to 
appreciate and respect natural life. Juan is the co-host with Andy Williams of the reCompose podcast, a leading audio podcast that covers many photographic topics.
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Wildlife in the Park

Yellowstone has often been called “The Seren-
geti of North America”; this simple description 
primes the imagination of would-be visitors by 
bringing up images of vast plains chock-full of 
wildlife. The park contains the largest concen-
tration of free-roaming wildlife in the lower 48 
states, and also in the global temperate zone. 
Approximately 50 species of mammals call the 
park home, these include iconic and photoge-
nic species like bison, gray wolves, grizzly and 
black bears, pronghorn, elk, fox, bighorn sheep, 
mountain goats, and bobcat, just to name a few. 
These are species that you have a good chance 
to photograph on a trip to Yellowstone, while 
others like mountain lions, lynx, and wolverines 
prove to be much more elusive.

While mammals get much of the attention in the 
park, there are many other wildlife species that 
are spectacular in their own right and deserve 
your attention, such as bald and golden eagles, 
white pelicans, golden eyes, mute swans, not to 
mention four amphibian, eighteen fish, and six 
reptile species.
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Perhaps no other mammal represents 
Yellowstone as the bison. As much as we 
associate bison with the west, they once 
numbered 30–60 million, and roamed 
across North America. In the late 19th 
century bison were hunted close to ex-
tinction, with their numbers dipping as 
low as 50 individuals by 1902.
 
Through intense conservation efforts 
undertaken at the park, the Yellowstone 
bison herd has rebounded, and now 
numbers between four and five thou-
sand. The Yellowstone herd is believed 
to be one of only four free-roaming and 
genetically pure herds on public lands 
in North America. This species conser-
vation effort is perhaps the most suc-
cessful conservation story in the United 
States. In 2016 Congress passed a reso-
lution naming the bison this country’s 
national mammal, a first for the United 
States.
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Second only to the bison, Yellowstone’s most 
iconic species is the gray wolf. Starting in 1914, 
in an effort to protect elk populations and under 
pressure from ranchers, the U.S. Congress appro-
priated funds to be used for the purposes of “de-
stroying wolves, prairie dogs, and other animals 
injurious to agriculture and animal husbandry.” 
Under this directive the National Park Service 
enlisted hunters to track and kill wolves within 
the park and by 1926 they had killed 136, virtu-
ally eliminating them from the park.

Once the wolves were removed from the park, 
the elk population grew unchecked as they no 
longer had any predators. This resulted in an ex-
plosion in the number of elk in the park.  With 
their numbers unchecked, the elk proceeded 
to eat their way through the park and in a very 
short time they had a profound effect on the 
willow and cottonwood vegetation. Willow and 
cottonwood are essential in controlling erosion 
along river banks and their loss changed the 
riverbanks, as they eroded at much faster rates. 
Additionally, the lack of willow also affected the 
population of moose, as willow is one of their 
primary food sources.

By the 1990’s the Federal government reversed 
its views on wolves. In a controversial decision 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service imported 
wolves from Canada and reintroduced them 
into the park. Today Yellowstone contains one of 
the healthiest populations of gray wolves in the 
lower 48 states. 
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The accessibility, variety, and abundance of wildlife are the 
usual reasons for visiting the park, but Yellowstone has many 
more dimensions than just being a wildlife wonderland.
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Yellowstone, A Super Volcano

Visitors to the park have the unique experience 
of being inside one of the world’s largest calde-
ras. At 45 by 30 miles, the Yellowstone Caldera 
stretches from the Old Faithful basin in the south-
west to Canyon Village in the northeast, and en-
compasses most of Yellowstone Lake. This calde-
ra is not an inactive volcano as many presume, 
but a very active hot spot on the earth’s crust 
that creates approximately 2,000 earthquakes a 
year. Many of these quakes are minor and hard-
ly noticeable, but many can be felt by visitors. 
These earthquakes continue to form and shape 
the park to this day. They are responsible for 
major changes to the park, like the southbound 
tilting of Yellowstone Lake by 28.5 inches since 
1928 and the rapid shifts evident in the thermal 
features throughout the park, for what is per-
haps most evident at Mammoth Terraces.
 
This active volcano is also responsible for what 
perhaps is the single most recognizable feature 
of the park: Old Faithful. While not the largest 
nor the most prolific geyser, Old Faithful has 
captured our imagination because of its regu-
larity, and its beautiful setting. Erupting approxi-
mately every 94 minutes, Old Faithful shoots out 
a column of water and vapor that averages 130 
feet,  lasting anywhere between one and a half 
to five minutes.
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Yellowstone is home to the largest number of geysers in the world, over 300 of them. So many, in fact that Yellowstone has more geysers than all the other 
geysers in the world combined. Besides being responsible for this astounding number of geysers, the Yellowstone volcano is also the source of more than 
10,000 thermal features. These may be as small as some of the mudpots at Artists’ Paintpots, or as big as Grand Prismatic, the largest hot spring in Yellow-
stone.
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Photography in the Park

It’s no wonder Yellowstone continues 
to be such a popular destination for 
photographers; with its superabun-
dant wildlife, jutting mountains, exten-
sive valleys, geysers, crystal clear lakes, 
ponds, and streams, there is something 
for every type of nature photographer.
Every season in the park presents a dif-
ferent photographic opportunity for ev-
ery taste. I truly believe that in order to 
really get to know the park you need to 
visit multiple times, in every season.

Spring brings abundant wildflowers 
and increased water output at Yellow-
stone’s many waterfalls. Spring is also a 
time of variable weather; you can be en-
joying a warm early afternoon picnic at 
Slough Creek and yet encounter white-
out conditions in Lamar Valley later that 
same afternoon. For me the best part 
of spring in Yellowstone is the many 
young animals just learning to survive 
and thrive in this veritable eden. In the 
spring you may get to witness week-old 
pronghorn frolicking in a valley, discov-
ering how fast they can run, as well as 
witness a herd of bison crossing a river 
while protecting the calves from being 
carried by the swift currents the spring 
brings.
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Fall is the favorite time of many visitors to the park. Many photographers visit the park in the fall 
to witness the bright yellow leaves of aspens set against their bright-white trunks, covering entire 
mountainsides. Fall is also the time of the elk rut, a time when bull elk bugle as they guard their 
harems of elk cows and battle competing males for the right to pass on their DNA.
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My favorite time of year in Yellowstone 
is winter. Winter utterly transforms Yel-
lowstone into a true winter wonder-
land. Animals descend from high up in 
the mountains into the valleys to feed 
and stay relatively warm. The snow sets 
them apart from the background mak-
ing them much easier to observe and 
photograph. Animals are also much 
more active as they need to constantly 
find food in order to survive brutal win-
ters. The landscape is also transformed, 
as the snow and ice blanket the valleys 
and trees, completely reshaping the 
landscape. The cold temperatures bring 
to life many of the thermal features as 
they seem to intensify their colors and 
starkness against the monochromatic 
ice and snow.

I hope that I have been able to convey 
to you my passion for Yellowstone, and 
that you will join me in experiencing the 
spectacle of Yellowstone National Park. 
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Without understanding the basics of light and 
composition, having the best camera is mean-
ingless. Understanding light is the key to mas-
tering photography. No light, no photograph. 
What I’m going to share is not rocket science or 
world-changing, but once we know how light 
works, our photography will keep improving.

With my guests on my photography work-
shops, I always explain that there is no such 
thing as bad light. You just need to under-
stand what the best use of the light is. Once 
you know how to use light, you can shoot in 
all situations.

When I go to a new area to photograph I first 
scout out what the area has to offer in terms 
of landscapes. It is vital to do your homework 
with the locations before you go and when 
you arrive. Once I know what my location is 
and what it has to offer, I set about shooting 
those particular locations with the best light I 
can get for the situation.

The Light

Pete Dobre
Pete’s passion for the varying landscapes of Oz comes from frequent visits as a youngster to his Grandparent’s sheep farm in Barmera, a small country town in South Australia. He remembers the hot day 
when he was 8, leaving town for the farm. His parents had an old car. Within about 2 kilometers of reaching the farm gate, they were bogged on a small red sand dune, the flies buzzing continuously and 
the heat was beating down. Sticks, leaves and branches were wedged under the back tires, to get the car moving. His mum was in a panic, but Pete thought that it was exciting. From that moment he knew 
that he loved being out in creation, with the sense of adventure in the wild. This is where Pete’s passion began. Photography for Pete is an expressive means for visual communication. He says, ‘There is 
never a boring moment in my work. There is always something to photograph and I love being creative. The only limit to creativity is a lack of creativity.’
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Even Light

For example, when I visit a location for the first 
time, and this will vary from place to place, one 
of the first things I search for are waterfalls and 
forests. Why is that? Simply because they are 
best shot with even light, such as when it is over-
cast. Shooting waterfalls in direct sunlight just 
doesn’t work. You have too many light and dark 
areas, and although your eyes can see the differ-
ence and find the details in the shot, your camera 
can’t. The light areas will be blown out and, in the 
end, you are wasting your time. If it’s overcast, 
then head for the forests and waterfalls. If it’s go-
ing to be a sunny day and you can’t wait for it to 
become overcast, then the next best thing is to 
go very early in the morning before the sun hits 
the falls, or late in the afternoon when there’s no 
direct sunlight on the waterfalls.

Having said that, there will always be exceptions 
to the rule, I’m speaking in general terms and 
this works for me 95% of the time.

A nice, soft, even light on these kinds of loca-
tions will actually bring out more detail rather 
than having full sunlight, which will create harsh 
conditions, and it can all be lost in the shadows 
and blown-out highlights. Your camera’s histo-
gram is extremely helpful in these situations.
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Directional Light

Directional light occurs when the light is hitting your subject late in the afternoon or early in the morning. Directional light, or side light as I like to call it, is 
a must when shooting sand dunes, whether it be from a chopper or on the ground. What the side light does is give definition to the dunes and ripples on 
the sand. The definition comes in the form of shadows, and this what makes your shot engaging and three-dimensional. When I’m running my own work-
shops and we are shooting sand dunes, I’ll always take my guests there with the early morning light or the late afternoon light; the angle of the sun will 
always highlight the ripples, causing shadows, and give you textures and depth in your picture. When I’m on assignment and I have to shoot sand dunes 
from the air, I’m always up in the choppers either early morning or late in the afternoon a you will have nice shadows based on one side of the dune which 
gives you a 3-D effect. This will always add a greater depth to your picture. If you are in the chopper during midday and you want definition on your dunes, 
then you won’t get it; they will appear washed out and you will also lose a sense of scale and depth. From the ground, if you are shooting dunes with the 
side light, you’ll be able to capture the wonderfully sharp ridges on the dunes, which create fantastic shadows. This will also highlight the leading lines for 
your pictures.
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Soft Light

Soft light is also important. It’s a little different from an overcast day, as there is still some light getting through, which gives a nice glow to the picture. The 
effect is subtle and it takes away the harsh light and enables more details in the color to come out in your shot.

I shot an old truck against a rustic, earthy wall and I actually waited for the light to pass behind a thin layer of clouds to bring out the detail of the rustic 
stone work. In the harsh light (left), the sun throws a shadow over the wall, hiding all the detail. Waiting for the cloud cover allowed those details to come 
out. When you know your subject well, and you know what aspects of it you want to highlight, then you will know what light to run with.
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Twilight and Dawn 

These are wonderful parts of the day to shoot. 
Both will give you wonderful silhouettes, and 
the morning dawn will give you the magic of the 
pink and blue hues on the horizon. This is actual-
ly the earth’s shadow and it is worth getting up 
early for. In the morning, this happens roughly 20 
minutes before the sun comes up and only lasts 
for about 5 minutes.

Sunrise is not just about the intense yellows and 
reds that you can get, it is also about the effects 
of the earth’s shadow just before the sun rises. 
Now, this only happens if there are little or no 
clouds. Once again, consider how light functions, 
and, if there are no clouds, find a subject that will 
be good against the pinks and blues. Know the 
light! For sunsets it is not so much the blue and 
pink hues as it is the wonderful glow that you get 
after the sun goes down. This kind of light lends 
itself to so many opportunities.

To achieve good results with silhouettes, it is 
good to chose a strong subject that stands out 
on its own. Try to avoid clutter around the sub-
ject. Have the subject on its own where it can 
speak for itself, and the light will do the rest of 
the work. If you are fortunate enough to have 
clouds in the picture, they can ‘catch fire‘ and can 
add more interest to the shot. The more simple 
the shot, the more emotive the image will be.
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Even amongst professional pho-
tographers, many people believe 
that it is pointless to shoot in the 
midday sun. Nothing could be 
further from the truth. If you have 
clouds, then you can shoot at any 
time of the day. What the direct 
overhead sunlight gives you when 
you have clouds to work with 
can be so rewarding as the cloud 
breaks up the harsh light and, de-
pending on what you are photo-
graphing, it can give you many un-
expected opportunities.

Be bold and don’t be afraid to take 
photographs in the midday sun 
with clouds. In this picture that 
was taken on Australia’s third larg-
est island, Kangaroo Island, I had 
a nice exploding sky and, if you 
look at the rock in the foreground, 
there is very little shadow, which 
tells you that the sun is overhead. I 
like this image; it’s simple, not clut-
tered, and very emotive despite 
being taken in the midday sun.

muenchworkshops.com

http://muenchworkshops.com


68

Moving Past Light 

Once you understand light, it is 
important to know what makes 
a strong picture. All good images 
will have lines that lead you into 
the picture. This can come in many 
forms, such as shadows, fence 
lines, valleys, contours in crops, 
and so on.

For example, when most people 
shoot the beach, they will stand 
at the water’s edge and shoot out-
ward. Now, there is nothing wrong 
with this, but why not add some-
thing a little more interesting? 
Step into the water, walking about 
10 meters (15 feet) out, and see 
the small waves breaking before 
you and turn and face the coast-
line. If you wait for a small wave to 
break you will have some wonder-
ful lead-in lines that take you down 
the coast which can be combined 
well with the skies.

Crops and sand dunes both work 
well with their contour lines, and 
you can do wonderful lead-in lines 
with the edges of the dune ridges 
and the ripples in the sand.
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Light and composition go hand in hand. Light creates not only the mood, 
but can define the shot itself. Knowing how light works, and how to use it 
to our advantage, allows us to capture images that are strong, powerful, 
and thought-provoking.

Next time you are near some sand dunes, do a small exercise for yourself 
and get up in the early morning and shoot it. Repeat the process at mid-
day and late in the afternoon, and see the difference in your shots. The 
picture will tell you the story.

Kangaroo Island has a series of rocks called Remarkable Rocks. I took pic-
tures of this rock in the same position throughout the day to show you 
how light works. I also use the very obvious lead-in lines in the rock that 
draw you up to the main rocks.

With the right light, it looks inviting and you are drawn to the glow, but 
as the day moves on, the light changes. My composition is still the same 
but it is not as compelling due to the light being wrong. The last two shots 
lack mood.

Often people will say “I never saw it like this, what did you do in Photo-
shop to get that?” Because many photographers do change the context 
of the picture in Photoshop, most people assume everyone does. When 
someone questions me about the shot, the first thing I do is tell them 
what time of day I was there, which can help to educate people on how 
light affects the outcome.

In this series of three pictures of Remarkable Rock, you will see that the 
only thing that changed in the pictures is the light. Once again, if you 
know how light reacts to your subject, you know how to best shoot it.
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Composition is an important element of this shot. When I first 
set the shot up, I saw a major distraction. The way to take the dis-
traction out was not by using Photoshop, but by simply moving 
a handful of steps to my left and by doing so I removed the pole 
from the shot.

I give this advice to all of my guests while they are touring with 
me: The shot never comes to you, you have to go to it. And when 
you do go to the shot, you need to know how to use the light.

These shots were taken 45 minutes apart from each other,  yet the light portrays a completely 
different mood. 
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In this article, I will address one of the most 
commonly asked questions: How can I take 
sharper photos? There are many things that 
you can do to improve the sharpness of your 
images, however, you will achieve 90% of the 
results by getting just two things right: shutter 
speed and focus. 

Let’s start with shutter speed. You need a fast 
enough shutter speed to freeze any motion 
that occurs during your exposure. There are 
two things that may move during your expo-
sure: your camera (camera shake) and your 
subject (motion blur).

Will Burrard Lucas
A professional wildlife photographer from the UK, Will is best known for creating innovative devices that allow him to gain unique perspectives. Through his work, he hopes to inspire greater appreciation 
for the animals that share our planet and encourage conservation action. In 2009, he created The Beetlecam, a remote-controlled buggy for taking close-up, ground-level images of African wildlife, and he 
has developed his own range of camera traps for taking high-quality images of elusive and nocturnal creatures. Check out Camtraptions. Will works regularly with top conservation organizations to produce 
compelling images for use in their fundraising and marketing materials. Most recently, he was commissioned by World Wildlife Fund to take camera trap photographs of elusive carnivores in Namibia.
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Eliminating Camera Shake

If your camera moves during your exposure, the entire picture will be blurry. When you use longer focal length lenses, camera shake is amplified because 
a small movement of your camera equates to a large movement in the resulting picture. Therefore, as you use longer lenses, you need to use faster shutter 
speeds. The rule of thumb is to use a shutter speed faster than one over the focal length of your lens. Therefore, if you are using a 300mm lens, you should 
keep your shutter speed faster than 1/300th second.

If your lens or camera has built-in image stabilization then you have a bit more leeway. You should be able to find out how many extra stops of stabilization 
your system provides with a little practice. For every stop of extra stabilization you have, you can halve the recommended shutter speed. For example, if 
you have a 300mm lens with stabilization that gives you an extra 2 stops, then you should be able to get away with a shutter speed of around 1/75th sec-
ond or faster (i.e 1/300th halved twice). However, even with image stabilization, I tend to stick to the rule of thumb as there is little downside to having a 
shutter speed that is faster than necessary.

The megapixel count of your camera also comes into play. If you have a high resolution sensor then a small amount of camera shake will be more visible 
than on a low resolution camera. Therefore, you may want to increase the minimum shutter speed slightly if you are using a full-frame camera. The best 
way to find suitable minimum shutter speeds is to experiment and see what works for you.

An effective way to combat camera shake is to use a support such as a tripod/monopod, or by resting your camera on a bean bag. These methods can 
drastically reduce the minimum shutter speed you can use, but they can make framing your shot more cumbersome (particularly if you are using a tripod). 
While on safari, I typically rest my camera on the side of my vehicle which helps steady it but doesn’t affect my maneuverability too much.

Bonus tip:  when hand-holding the camera, a common mistake that beginners make is that they jab the shutter button, which causes the camera to move 
just as the shot is taken. Try to always squeeze the shutter button lightly so that your camera stays steady.
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Freeze Subject Motion 

If your subject moves during your 
exposure, then it will appear blur-
ry. Therefore, you need to have a fast 
enough shutter speed to freeze its mo-
tion. There are no rules of thumb here 
as your shutter speed will be dictated 
by the speed of your subject and how 
large it is in your frame. If you have 
something that is filling your frame and 
moving fast, then you will need a very 
fast shutter-speed to freeze its motion.

For something like a running mammal 
that is reasonably large in my frame, 
then I will usually want a shutter speed 
that is at least 1/1000th second. Some-
thing like a flying bird might need to be 
even faster, such as 1/2000th second or 
more.

This hippo was charging straight towards me! A fast shutter speed of 1/1250s helped freeze 
the motion of the hippo and my trembling hands!
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Focus

You need to have your subject in focus for your shot 
to look sharp. The problem is, as you start to use lon-
ger lenses, with large apertures, you get a very shal-
low depth of field. This means you have to be very 
careful to ensure that your camera is focusing on 
the right part of your subject. This can become even 
more difficult if your subject is moving. 

When working with moving subjects or any lens with 
a shallow depth of field, I recommend using contin-
uous autofocus rather than single-shot focus mode. 
In single-shot mode, your focus will be locked when 
you push the shutter button halfway-down. In the 
period of time before you fully press the button, you 
or your subject may move, resulting in a slightly out-
of-focus image. In continuous autofocus mode, the 
camera will keep adjusting the focus right up until 
the point at which the photo is taken. 

I usually select a very small part of the frame for the 
camera to focus on (usually a single focus point) and 
I keep this over my subject’s eye because that is al-
ways the part that I want in sharpest focus. Now, in 
order to frame my shot, I usually need to manually 
select an appropriate focus point. After a lot of prac-
tice, I have become very fast at switching autofocus 
points so that I can quickly compose my shots while 
keeping my active focus point over my subject’s eye. 
Often I may have to compromise a bit and not get the 
composition quite right, but by leaving a bit of extra 
space around my subject, I can always crop slightly 
to perfect the composition later.  

My focus point is over the eye, and my camera is in continuous autofocus mode, so that as my 
boat drifts and the crocodile moves towards me, my camera will adjust the focus accordingly.
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The above method is relatively easy if you have 
a still subject, but when photographing moving 
animals (or flying birds!), it can be very hard to 
keep a single focus point exactly over the eye. 
In this situation I will activate a zone of autofo-
cus points or all focus points. It then becomes 
impossible to guarantee the camera will focus 
on the eyes of the subject. In these situations 
there are two things you can do to increase your 
chances of getting an in-focus shot:

• Use a smaller aperture. Typically when shoot-
ing action, I will use a smaller aperture to give 
me more depth of field. This will give me more 
margin for error should my camera decide to 
focus on some other part of the animal. Try 
starting with an aperture of around ƒ/8 and 
then move on to wider apertures as you get 
more experienced at tracking your subjects.

• 
• Take lots of pictures! When photographing 

action, I use high speed drive mode on my 
camera so that when I hold the shutter button 
down, my camera takes many shots in quick 
succession. This not only increases my chanc-
es of getting the animal in a pleasing pose, it 
also increases the chances of the camera fo-
cusing on the right spot.

Now that you understand shutter speed and 
focus, you are 90% of the way to getting sharp 
images. But how can you squeeze that last bit 
of sharpness out of your gear? Well there’s two 
more areas you should understand.
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Lenses

Image sharpness is very dependent on your 
camera lens. Here are some things to consider 
when selecting a lens:

• There is no getting around the fact that qual-
ity lenses produce sharper results. This is one 
of the perks you are paying for when you buy 
“pro” glass.

• 
• Prime lenses will usually be sharper than 

zoom lenses.
• 
• Keep your lens clean as dust or smears on 

your lens elements can result in softer imag-
es.

• 
• Adding accessories to your lens such as pro-

tective filters or tele-converters can result in 
softer images. Some accessories are better 
than others so I recommend reading reviews 
from people who have used a particular ac-
cessory with your specific lens.

• 
• Understand the characteristics of your lens: 

lenses will be sharpest at a particular aper-
ture and focal length. DXO Labs has a data-
base of lenses and charts that show how well 
lenses perform at different focal lengths and 
apertures.
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Sharpening

Sharpening your images in post-production can help 
add that last bit of crispness. This could be a tutorial 
in itself! Below I have just summarized my process.

Sharpening can be applied locally to parts of the im-
age, such as the eyes. The tool that I use for this is 
Adobe Photoshop. I first create a duplicate layer of 
my final image and then sharpen it using the “Un-
sharp Mask” tool. I then apply a black layer mask to 
the sharpened layer and use a white brush to paint 
over the areas that I want the sharpening applied to.

If you are going to be sharing your images online, 
you may want to resize them before uploading. You 
should apply sharpening after you have resized your 
images, so that you can tailor your settings for the 
output display size.
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Like any other photographic technique, one of 
the most basic questions you need to ask your-
self is, “when should I shoot a panorama?” My 
suggested answer to that question is: more often 
than you have been. When Brian Peterson was 
asked, “when should I shoot in portrait orienta-
tion?” his response was “Right after you take the 
landscape shot.” His point being that we often be-
come locked into just one composition—usually 
a standard landscape shot—and stop there. Chal-
lenging oneself to consider and shoot more pan-
oramas will help to integrate panoramic shooting 
into your routine. The more routine it becomes, 
the easier it gets and your results will improve 
considerably.

A panoramic photo opens up a whole new per-
spective. There is something awe-inspiring about 
a large, wide view of a landscape, that, more of-
ten than not, will elicit a completely different re-
sponse than a typical landscape or portrait orien-
tation image.

If you really want to knock the socks off of your 
viewer, hang a big, beautiful, detailed panorama 
on your living room wall. Stitching together multi-
ple high-megapixel images provides for amazing 
large print options.

Practical Panorama Techniques

Michael Brandt
Michael is a landscape photographer based in Spokane, Washington. His primary focus is landscapes of the Northwest United States with related specific niche in Palouse photography. He lives on the northern 
edge of the Palouse and has spent countless days and miles exploring and mapping all the region has to offer. He’s an experienced workshop host and enjoys helping others experience the joys of this unique 
landscape and achieving successful photographic outcomes within it.

A pano can save your compositional bacon, as it 
has mine. For example, let’s say you spent a fair 
sum of money, lost sleep, and traveled hundreds 
or thousands of miles to get that bucket-list shot, 
but when you got back home, you realized that the 
compositions were lacking. Well, if you had taken 
just a bit of extra time to photograph a panorama 
of the same scene, then you would have naturally 
given yourself a whole bunch of alternative com-
positions to choose from and one might very well 
be the winner. Since panoramas are the result of 
stitching multiple high-megapixel files together, 
you will end up with a large, broad file from which 
you can play with all kinds of composition possi-
bilities. Just go crop crazy all over that big file—in 
all kinds of orientations and dimensions. It’s not 
uncommon to find an amazing shot hidden with-
in that panorama, which you didn’t even consider 
when on location.
      
Due to advances in technology, panoramas are 
becoming easier and much less taxing to include 
in your workflow. The excuse that people don’t 
want to mess with all the setup and technical has-
sles are becoming less and less of a factor, as it’s 
just not that hard any more. If you’re looking for 
instructions on how to capture perfectly executed 
field panoramas that avoid parallax shifts by using 
nodal point* calculations, gimbals, and rail sys-
tems, this is definitely not the article for you. One 
can spend many hours studying this stuff and con-

siderable coin obtaining the best panorama spe-
cialty equipment. Don’t get me wrong, I greatly 
admire those who are committed to this, but 
the average landscape enthusiast usually wants 
the ability to shift quickly between a number of 
options in field and not be so locked into spe-
cialized equipment. The good news is, that with 
continuous advances in commonly used pho-
to-editing software, we can now ignore those 
specialized calculations and equipment, and still 
wind up with awesome results. Software engi-
neers have become ever more adept at creating 
magical algorithms that are capable of  stitch-
ing together a set of images which were photo-
graphed with  far from perfect pano field tech-
nique. I know, I have offended the nodal point 
in just about every way possible known to man 
and still can’t break the pano engines. 

*The nodal point is the optic center of your camera, the point 
where all light entering the system converges. You can tilt or 
pan the camera around this point without introducing any 
parallax, or optical discrepancies between images as you tilt 
or pan across the subject.
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This panorama consists of 15 
shots in portrait orientation. 
One set of shots involved 
pointing the camera down, 
a good 20 to 30 degrees and 
shooting left to right across 
the canyon, then another 
set pointing the camera up 
probably closer to 45 degrees 
or so and shooting the sky. 
Of course I needed to make 
sure I overlapped the imag-
es, but other than that much 
of the time it was pitch black 
and I was just ball parking 
the whole thing with a stan-
dard issue ball head. The final 
image involved two stitched 
panos, one for the falls and 
canyon, the other for the top 
of the canyon and sky, then 
blended to achieve the final 
result. Even with all that im-
perfection going on the soft-
ware engines performed their 
magic. By the way, the file size 
on this is 134 megapixels.
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Here’s another night shot involving 11 portrait-oriented, overlapping photos, tilting the camera up, shot at 15mm. All kinds of distortion and wide angle 
weirdness were going on in pitch black conditions, but again the current version of Photoshop had no problem accomplishing a close to flawless stitch. 

A quick disclaimer: the more extreme you push being off the nodal point, the more you risk ending up with weirdness in the final image. Usually, though, 
you can deal with it—a little zoomed-in cloning touch-up work on a less than perfect stitch line or horizon can fix a lot of issues. 
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Basic Field Setup

Now that I have hopefully convinced you that you 
don’t need to worry so much about having spe-
cial equipment and perfect set ups, I want to go 
over some basics of  “Practical Panoramas”—fast, 
quick, and relatively painless panoramas.
      
As discussed, with advances in software, assum-
ing you’re using a standard over-the-counter ball 
head, it is very important that you use the level in 
your camera to maintain level as you rotate. If you 
tilt the camera from level, you will introduce dis-
tortion, bending the horizon up or down. So long 
as you have plenty of overlap (about 30%) and 
the camera is level left to right, for each frame, the 
software will be able to stitch it successfully.

Tripod Leveling

We all level our cameras on the ball head instinc-
tively, that’s a no-brainer, but if you shoot a pano 
and your tripod is not also level, then as you ro-
tate the camera, things go catawampus fast. Lev-
eling a tripod is often the thing that kills enthu-
siasm for more frequent execution of panoramas 
in the field. Being landscape photographers, our 
tripods are usually on uneven ground—some-
times extremely uneven ground. Leveling a tri-
pod in these conditions can be a major pain in the 
tush. You have to adjust your tripod legs, readjust 
them, and readjust again, trying to get your little 

tripod bubble level, and then just as  it levels, you 
let go and the release of  your grip causes it to go 
out of level again! Now it’s “forget this, no pano 
happening today!” Then try doing that at night.

A Game Changer (for me, anyways)

There is a solution to all your tripod-leveling woes: 
one simple $100-150 addition to your tripod that 
you put on once—and leave on, and leveling the 
tripod in any condition is a matter of seconds, 
making panos a breeze. The device is a leveling 
base that sits between your tripod and ball head.
     
There are several options, but I have had great 
luck with the quality and ease of use of the Acrat-
ech Leveling Base: 

Once mounted on your tripod, leveling the tri-
pod is quick and accurate. Simply adjust the 
oversized knob, and align the attached bubble 
level is now perfectly level to your camera. Now 
that I’ve lived with this device for a while, I’ve 
found it useful for non-pano situations as well. 
When you are on significantly uneven ground, 
as long as your tripod is solid, you don’t need to 
mess with individual leg adjustments as much, 
just hit the leveling base with one quick adjust-
ment and you’re squared away. If it’s not a pano 
shot, the adjustment doesn’t even need to be 
perfectly level, just close.
      
So, that’s essentially it. Take a second to level the 
tripod with your leveling base and level your 
camera horizontally as usual on the ball head. 
Once set, rotate your camera either left or right 
to a starting point, and overlap your photos a 
good amount to ensure stitching integrity, and 
your field work for that pano is done.
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A Note On Portrait vs. Landscape 
Orientation

This subject invariably comes up in ev-
ery article or guide on panorama tech-
nique. The typical advice is to always 
shoot panoramas in portrait orienta-
tion. This is recommended to achieve 
more top to bottom coverage and 
more overall side to side pixel densi-
ty. Technically, this makes sense, but in 
the interest of just getting a panora-
ma done quickly and painlessly in the 
field, especially if the light is fading 
quickly, sometimes it’s much easier 
to just fire off two, three, or four land-
scape oriented shots. It really doesn’t 
matter that much if it covers what you 
want.
      
So, in my humble opinion, since most 
of us are shooting with pretty large 
megapixel cameras these days, the 
old adage of “always go portrait in 
your panos to capture more detail” is 
becoming less relevant.

Here are a couple of examples from 
last year to further these points. This 
first shot is of Wallowa Lake in North-
east Oregon. I was on the shoreline, in 
the midst of large, uneven boulders 
trying to get low to the water. I took a 

number of landscape shots, but before I left I fired off a pano, and it turned out to be the winner. This was a case 
where, with all the boulder challenges and low angle, I didn’t mess with trying to go portrait for the panorama, 
I simply adjusted the leveling base, leveled the camera horizontally on the ball head, then rotated two overlap-
ping shots. It turned out to be much more dynamic than any of the standard single shots, and was really just an 
afterthought at the time. If I didn’t have the leveling base I would likely have ditched the panorama shot, since 
my tripod legs were all askew in the boulders.
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Another example is from this past winter in the Palouse. It was freezing cold, we had a polar vortex going on, and I could barely manipulate my camera 
dials. I worked the scene a fair bit, and then the sun started to light up the sky in the last few minutes of daylight. My thoughts turned to trying to grab a 
panorama before the light disappeared. I was thinking that “at least it will give me a variety of composition options later, and since I’m so miserably cold 
I’m not really into artistic contemplation right now.” Shot from a set of six landscape-oriented shots fired off at the last minute of fading light,  I just leveled 
using the Acratech base and rotated the camera across the scene. Later, in the warmth of my processing lair, I was able to stitch the scene and work a variety 
of crop ideas to produce the final image. All the other non-pano shots from that evening wound up in the trash bin; they just didn’t work.
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When I first became seriously interested in nature photography, I avidly 
studied the images I found in magazines and books in my library. The work 
I admired most, and wanted to emulate, was the landscape photography 
of photographers like David Muench, William Neill, John Sexton, and Jack 
Dykinga. From the magazine articles and photo captions I read, I noticed 
that these photographers all used a view camera, so I decided I needed to 
shoot with a view camera as well. I put together a basic 4x5 field camera 
kit and started hauling it around to suitably scenic locations. 

Since my only experience up to that point was with 35mm cameras, I 
found it a bit of a challenge to go through all the steps involved in captur-
ing an image with a view camera. Eventually, I became accustomed to the 
difficult, strange process of viewing images upside-down on the ground 
glass, adjusting the rise and tilt of the lens for depth of field, using a hand 
held meter, cocking the shutter, loading, and unloading film holders, etc. 

Like many photographers just getting started, I assumed that large format 
shooters like Muench arrived at a location, walked around a bit to find a 
good angle, set up the tripod and camera, exposed a few sheets of film, 
and then packed up and moved on. So I set out to emulate that. However, 
since I wasn’t confident in my ability with the view camera, I’d reshoot the 
same scene with my 35mm SLR. More often than not, as I worked with the 
35mm camera, I refined my composition a bit, and noticed details that I 
hadn’t previously noticed, or even realized that I should have placed my 
tripod in a different spot in the first place. 

Ultimately, I realized that I couldn’t just arrive at a location, study it, shoot 
a few frames, and move on. After I’d captured the initial image, I needed to 
stop, look around, and think, “What else can I do here?”—I discovered that I 
needed to spend some time, and work on a scene, in order to find a photo I 
would be really pleased with. 

So now, when I’m out photographing, I apply the same lessons I learned 
when I was shooting 4x5. I start by thinking about what is most important in 
the scene, and what I want my photograph to convey. And, after I think I’ve 
got the shot, I stop and ask myself: How would it look if I got down low? Can 
I climb on top of anything for a higher viewpoint? What if I move six inches 
(or six feet, even) to the left? Is there something in the wide view that could 
be isolated with a telephoto? Could I do anything here with a 10-stop Neutral 
Density filter? How would this scene look in infrared? If I wait a bit will the 
light be better? 

The accompanying photos illustrate this thought process, and how asking 
these questions can take an “okay” photograph and turn it into an image that 
I really like.

Finding the Photo

Greg Vaughn
Greg is a photographer, instructor, writer, traveler, husband, and father. His specialties are stock and assignment photography of recreational travel and the natural world. He is an author and photographer of two 
guidebooks covering the Pacific Northwest. Photographing Oregon won the Independent Book Publishers Association’s (IBPA) Ben Franklin Award for Best Travel Book of 2010. Photographing Washington, a 
Photographer’s Guide to The Evergreen State, won awards from both the IBPA and North American Travel Journalists Association. FarCountry Press recently published a collection of his photos of his home state 
titled Oregon: A Photographic Journey. Visit Greg’s site at http://www.gregvaughn.com. 
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These images were photographed up in the Cascade Mountains, as I hiked along Clear Lake and the McKenzie River Trail, where I knew that I was likely to 
find some colorful vine maple. The water of Clear Lake, especially in the area of Big Spring, is an amazing deep turquoise, and I wanted a photograph that 
included both the water and the fall color.

There weren’t as many colorful trees as I’d hoped for, but I found one vine 
maple with brilliantly colored leaves. I came up with this composition of 
trees and lake with my 16-35mm lens at 35mm. By studying the image on 
the camera’s screen, I noticed that the leaves on the right were not very 
vibrant, and I didn’t like the area of gray sky reflecting on the water. The 
elements that I wanted were there, but I thought that I could come up with 
something better if I worked at it more. 

The trail near Big Spring is on a steep slope of loose volcanic rock, so I couldn’t 
do much off-trail scrambling. However, by getting as close as I could to the 
tree branch with the bright leaves and changing my angle a little, I was able 
to eliminate some of the gray sky reflection. Much better, but nothing spe-
cial.
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Stop, think, and ask the questions. I real-
ized that what was important in this scene, 
what I really wanted to show, was just the 
brilliant orange of the vine maple and the 
beautiful blue water of Clear Lake. Backing 
away from the tree and switching to my 
70-200mm lens, I was able to frame this 
composition at 140mm. Seeing this image 
on the screen made me very happy, com-
pared to the initial shot.

The next time you’re out doing landscape 
photography or nature close-ups, don’t 
pack up and leave as soon as you think 
you have the shot. See if you can improve 
your initial image by taking a little more 
time; really look at the scene and analyze 
the light and the subject. Carefully exam-
ine the image on the back of your camera. 
Is there anything there that isn’t necessary 
or detracts from the photo? Can you refine 
the composition? Would you get a better 
point of view by moving the camera posi-
tion a little (or a lot)? I know for myself that 
when I take the time and go through this 
process the result is almost always better 
and stronger images. I bet that’ll be true 
for you, too.
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Photographing humpback whales in South-
east Alaska can be challenging, frustrating, 
and exciting. Some days it seems you will nev-
er get a good photo, but at other times whales 
are jumping out of the water to have their pic-
ture taken. There are no guarantees that you 
will even see a whale, but if you do your re-
search, you can increase your chances. I have 
a network of friends and fishermen that keep 
me posted on where the whales are, what 
they are feeding on, and what direction they 
are going. I am also lucky enough to live in the 
town of Sitka, which sits on the outer coast of 
Baranof Island. Local people know I am always 
on the lookout for whales, so I regularly get 
calls or messages. When my friend Clint called 
to let me know he had seen a pod of orca  in 
front of the park, my wife Janet and I imme-
diately headed out in the boat, and I am sure 
glad we did. A pod of five orca whales were at-
tempting to kill a large 2,000 pound male stel-
lar sea lion. We watched for 40 minutes, while 
the whales tossed and dragged the sea lion, 
teaching their young how to hunt. We were 
rooting for the sea lion but knew it would be 
impossible to survive this attack.
      

Whale Wisdom

Dan Evans
Dan Evans’ photography uniquely captures the wilderness in Alaska. His intimate pictures of wildlife and wild places are derived from a rare relationship with the land. An experienced mountaineer and 
outdoorsman, Dan Evans has summited Denali, skied across the Juneau Ice Fields, bicycled across Canada and kayaked and hiked much of the wildest geography of the Last Frontier. Dan’s photographs 
have appeared in may publications including National Geographic, the New York Times, Outside, Alaska, Alaska Airlines, Patagonia, and many more. He has worked for a television program called “Wild 
Things” where he traveled the Alaskan and Canadian Arctic photographing polar bears, walrus, and caribou, and recently for National Geographic photographing American Bison in South Dakota.

Most photos you get are from the side, which is nice, but the best angle is from the back as 
they hump their back, raise their tail, and dive. Try to shoot at at least 1/1000 sec. to stop the 
motion of the water pouring off its tail.
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The weather in Sitka can be unpredictable, 
and I check it daily. Having some kind of 
rain cover to protect your gear from the 
elements is essential. I usually prepare to be 
on the deck for a few hours, so I bring a fleece 
coat and rain gear in case it starts raining. I 
bring a couple of lens cloths to keep the lens 
clear. The boat is always rocking around, so 
it is nice to have a waterproof backpack or 
Pelican case to keep your camera gear dry 
and safe.
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Humpback whales have always been one 
of my favorite animals to photograph. 
They amaze me every time I am near 
them. Having a 45-foot animal that can 
weigh 40-50 tons next to my 26-foot boat 
is a thrill that puts you on a high for the 
rest of the day. I have taken thousands of 
photos of whales over the years. I con-
stantly learn more and more about the 
behavior and habits of these intelligent 
creatures, yet they live in a world that is 
mostly hidden from us, and I doubt we 
will ever really know their true secrets.

Due to population increases, finding 
humpback whales to photograph is 
much easier now. 1973 marked an im-
portant turning point for these “gentle 
giants,” when they became a protected 
species under the Endangered Species 
Act. In 1968 the population of humpback 
whales in the North Pacific was about 
1,800. Now there are estimates of over 
20,000 humpback whales. It truly is an 
environmental success story. 

It is not as easy as it seems to get a good 
quality photo, however. They dive down 
into the dark ocean water and you nev-
er know when or where they will pop up. 
Hopefully you are lucky enough to be 
looking in the right direction when they 
do.
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First, you have to find them. Then, 
hopefully, they are in calm water and 
the light is good. Once you find them 
you wait and watch to see what their 
swimming pattern is. Are they feed-
ing deep, or shallow? How long are 
they staying down? 5 minutes, 15 
minutes? If they are diving deep—
around 400 feet—the chances of 
getting a good shot is more diffi-
cult because they are down longer 
and cover more distance. They can 
come up a half mile from the boat. It 
is nearly impossible to guess where 
they will surface. If they are feeding 
shallow, and there is a lot of food, 
then they will hang out on the sur-
face and can be much more predict-
able. I try to position the boat to get 
the best light on the subject. I take 
practice shots to make sure my cam-
era settings are correct, and then I 
wait.
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Humpback whales exhib-
it many different behaviors, 
but none is more spectacular 
than the full breach, where 
a more than 40-ton whale 
launches itself out of the 
water. Capturing this takes 
skill and a lot of luck. When a 
whale is repeatedly breach-
ing, watch for the first sign 
of a head coming out of the 
water. Standing on the bow 
of my boat while trying to 
capture a breach my shut-
ter speed is set to 1/1500th 
of a second, or higher, and 
the aperture will be at ƒ/8 
or smaller. If the whale is 
breaching and spinning at 
the same time, those set-
tings will be able to freeze 
the motion and you will have 
a very sharp image if you are 
focused on the right area. A 
full breach happens in a mat-
ter of seconds, so you have to 
be ready.
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My camera is set to high-speed mo-
tor drive and my finger is on the trig-
ger. With both eyes open I am look-
ing over the top of my camera—not 
through the eyepiece—so that way 
my field of vision is greater. I have 
missed many shots trying to keep my 
eye on the eyepiece. Like a hunter 
waiting for its prey, my eyes are con-
stantly scanning left to right, right 
to left, trying to anticipate where 
the action is going to happen. When 
the whale starts emerging, I hold the 
shutter and swing the camera into 
position. The shutter is clicking as 
I am trying to track on the whale. I 
sometimes have a few shots of just 
sky and water until the camera final-
ly gets focused on the whale. This 
breach happens in the blink of an 
eye, and if you are slow on the trig-
ger you are going to miss the shot. 
Always be ready for the whale to 
breach again.
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Another exciting behavior the 
humpback whales have is bub-
ble-net feeding. One whale dives 
down below a school of fish and 
blows a ring of bubbles. The bub-
bles rise up like a curtain around 
the school of fish. The other whales 
join in and swim up through the 
tunnel of bubbles singing a haunt-
ing song, driving the fish to the 
surface and engulfing them. This 
type of feeding is spectacular to 
photograph but can also be quite 
frustrating.
     
 
I shoot bubble-net feeding about 
the same way I would shoot for a 
breach unless the water is calm and 
you can see the telltale bubbles in-
dicating they are on their way up. 
In that case, I focus on the bubbles 
and wait. I still try to keep the shut-
ter speed as high as I can to pre-
vent blurring at at least 1/1000 of a 
second. Most of the time the water 
has some chop and you can’t see 
the bubbles, so you never know 
where they are going to emerge. 
They could be next to your boat, 
or 600 yards away. There is a lot of 
luck involved, but the more you’re 
with them, the better chance you 
have at getting that great shot.

Just recently I was out by myself photographing whales when I saw a ring of bubbles forming around my boat. As 
I looked down from the back deck I saw a ghostly green glow in the water below. I knew the whales were coming 
because I could hear the singing resonating from my aluminum boat. I quickly jumped into the wheelhouse and hit 
the throttle to get out of the way. Ten humpback whales surfaced just ten feet from my boat! That would have made 
a great shot, but I was too busy trying to get out of the way.
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Any DSLR or mirrorless camera will 
do, but be sure to use your contin-
uous shooting mode and contin-
uous auto focus. Metering can be 
challenging because the animals are 
dark, very reflective when wet, the 
boat is moving around, and the angle 
of the sun on your subject is contin-
ually changing. I typically shoot with 
matrix metering, but use the setting 
that you are most comfortable with.
      
In a small aluminum boat, bouncing 
in the ocean, tripods, monopods, 
and even image stabilizers are of 
little use. I photograph in aperture 
priority mode and set my camera to 
one stop above wide open, and an 
ISO speed of at least 400 to obtain 
shutter speeds fast enough to freeze 
the action, especially on breaching 
whales. I set the Drive Mode to max-
imum continuous burst—the fast-
er the better. If the light is poor or 
fading, I will go all the way up to ISO 
1600 or open the lens up to its maxi-
mum aperture.
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I am all about minimizing the photography gear that I take on my 
photo shoots in nature. Keeping my backpack light and not too 
crammed is important, not only for my back, but also because this 
helps with creativity. I try not to think too much about what lens 
to use, or what else I should try—I just tend to shoot what I can 
with the gear available to me there and then.  For me, the saying 
“less is more” is particularly true in photography.

Even though I really enjoy macro and closeup photography I rarely 
bring my macro lens with me on shoots. It’s a trade off for keeping 
my camera gear minimal. You will notice that my Nikon 70-200mm 
ƒ/4 lens is always with me. It’s one of the best purchases I’ve ever 
made. Ever since I bought it, I’ve never touched its big brother, the 
ƒ/2.8. There are two reasons for that. Firstly, it is twice as light as the 
ƒ/2.8 version; and secondly, and even more important to me, the 
minimum focus distance (mfd) is just 3.28ft. (1m).
  
This allows me to use this lens also for closeup (almost macro) pho-
tography. Below I will walk you through some of the shots made 
with this lens.

Both of the above shots were taken late morning after a landscape 
photoshoot. The light was already very strong and harsh; there were 
many bright spots where the sun was shining through the forest. I 
softened the light using a small translucent reflector (22”, super light 
and small when folded). My friend simply held it above the flowers, 
and that was it—simple! There is hardly any editing to these shots.

Luka Esenko
Luka Esenko is an award-winning landscape and travel photographer based in Slovenia. Since 2008 he has run his own photo tour company and enjoys leading small groups of photographers across the Adriatic 
region, sharing his passion for nature and the mountains. His latest venture is SNAPP Guides, a mobile application offering digital destination guides for photographers available in the App Store and Google Play. 

Lady’s Slipper Orchids, Triglav National Park, Slovenia

Here are my three usual camera and lens setups:
• 
• For nature and landscape photography: Nikon D810, 14-24mm ƒ/2.8, 24-70mm ƒ/2.8, 

and 70-200mm ƒ/4 lenses.
• 
• For travel and street photography: Nikon D810, 16-35mm ƒ/4, 24-120mm ƒ/4, and 70-

200mm ƒ/4 lenses.
• 
• For mountain photography (which involves climbing and a lot of hiking): Nikon D810, 

16-35mm ƒ/4, 50mm ƒ/1.4 and 70-200mm ƒ4 lenses.
• 
• For   every shoot       I   always  carry with me: a tripod with ball-head, remote release, 

memory cards, polarizer, ND filters (4-stop and 9-stop), an allen key, lens wipes and 
spare batteries.

Shutter Speed and Macro Photography
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This was a really simple shot; 200mm, ƒ/4 and as close as it gets. The key 
here is to choose your background carefully. No distractions, uniform color 
and a soft, out-of-focus feel.

Spring Crocuses, Velika Planina plateau, Slovenia

Here I used a similar set-up as for the photo above, but you’ll see here that 
the texture is emphasized and the colors are richer. This is because the 
flowers are backlit by soft evening sunlight. 

Snake’s Head Fritillary, Ljubljana Marshes Nature Park, Slovenia
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The light we had hoped for never happened on this sunrise shoot; the wind 
blew away any decent reflections on the lake and it was very dim and flat 
light in general. Thanks to this lens I focused on surrounding details instead, 
and I managed to get this nice shot of a rare sight—a blooming wild apple 
tree. The trickiest part was to get this in focus as the wind was moving the 
branch, but using a higher ISO and VR function helped. 

Wild Apple Tree Blossoms, Biogradska Gora National Park, Pulsatilla Montana Flowers, Alpe di Suisi, Dolomites, Italy

This was taken early one morning in a mountain pasture. We finished our 
sunrise shoot, but the light was still nice. I spotted these two hairy little 
flowers! In order to isolate them from the rest of the meadow flowers I used 
200mm and a shallow depth of field. I wanted the light to be soft; the flow-
ers were still in shade but the background already had some sunlight giving 
it a warmer color. The perspective is super low—I lay flat to the ground to 
create an “eye-level” feel (being careful not to crush any of the other delicate 
flora around me).

muenchworkshops.com

http://muenchworkshops.com


98

These crabs were everywhere in the Seychelles and I wanted to get at least 
one decent shot. So I changed my lens from a wide angle to a telephoto, got 
down and waited for this little fellow to come out of his hole. He was quite 
small, about two inches or so, but using the 70-200 ƒ/4 lens I was able to fill 
the frame with it. My aperture was ƒ/8 in order to get more depth of field 
on the crab. The background is still out of focus due to the close distance of 
the subject.

Horn-eyed Ghost Crab, La Digue Island, Seychelles

So here you have it—a few close up shots using a telephoto lens which al-
lows me to get incredibly close to a subject. This gives me a wonderful new 
use for this excellent lens and means I don’t really need a macro lens to get 
closeups in nature. 

Here are some additional tips on how to use it most effectively. 

Focusing: When shooting around MFD (minimum focus distance) it is tricky 
to use auto focus. I usually set the focus ring to MFD manually and then 
slowly move the lens closer (or away) until focus is where I want it. This gives 
me more precise results.

Light: Soft light works best for these kind of shots. If shooting in bright sun-
light it is good to have a translucent reflector that helps softening the light.  

Light again: If the light is soft enough, use backlight. It can really make your 
subject stand out. It will also emphasize the textures and make colors richer, 
especially if the subject is a bit translucent.

Background: This is one of the most important things to consider. How 
many times have you become so involved with the subject that you com-
pletely forget about the background? Take care to avoid it being too ‘messy’, 
blown out, or competing with colors that just don’t complement the sub-
ject. Move your camera around (even a few centimeters can make a huge 
difference), remove that twig at the back or change the angle completely. 
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Over and over again we’re told “it’s all about the 
light,” and while that’s certainly true (without 
light there’d be no photograph), what we really 
mean is that the quality of light and how it falls 
on the subject is a crucial element of making 
a great picture. The problem is that too often 
we fall into the trap of becoming “light snobs”, 
turning our noses up at anything short of per-
fection. We spend so much time looking for 
the perfect light and atmospheric conditions, 
that we can overlook fantastic photographs 
that are right in front of us. It’s certainly excit-
ing when the sky blows up with color during 
sunset or sunrise, or in the late afternoon when 
the soft light of the not-yet-setting sun casts a 
beautiful cross-light across the landscape, but 
there are plenty of pictures to be had when the 
conditions don’t live up to your dreams.

Beyond the Obvious

David Rosenthal
David’s interest in photography began when he helped his father build a darkroom in the old coal closet in their basement in Rochester, New York. Years later, the purchase of his first DSLR led him to eventually meet  
and shoot with Andy and Marc, and to eventually start Muench Workshops with them. He has been an integral part of the behind the scenes development of Muench Workshops since its founding—helping to define 
and refine our vision, building the tools we use to run our business,  as well as working on many of our workshops. In 2017 he left his day job, so that he could dedicate his time exclusively to Muench Workshops.
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This is something I struggle with all 
the time. After a beautiful sunrise at 
Death Valley’s Ibex Dunes one morn-
ing, my stomach started grumbling 
for breakfast, and my feet were itch-
ing to walk back towards camp. I 
looked up, and there was Marc, high 
up on a dune, still photographing the 
scene, and loving it. Flash forward to 
a year later, this time at Death Val-
ley’s  Eureka Dunes, and the tables 
had turned, I was high up on a dune, 
and Marc was yelling “BACON!” to me 
across the sand. But either way, we 
all battle this at one time or another. 
We’re just not “feeling it”—the light 
is too this or too that, or there’s not 
enough of something else. Whatever 
it is that’s holding you back from tak-
ing a photograph in that moment, 
think again, because it’s likely that 
this is when you have a great oppor-
tunity to learn something new.
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We were at Goblin Valley in Utah 
some years ago, stopping off mid-
day on our way from one place to 
another. In other words, we had lim-
ited time, and were unable to wait 
for conditions to change. And boy, it 
sure didn’t look like any change was 
coming soon; the skies were just gray 
for days, and the light was as flat as 
could be. Looking out over the valley 
from the car, the view was just un-
inspiring. But I had just recently up-
graded my panoramic gear, a brand 
new 24mm prime lens, and a strong 
urge to use them both. So I walked 
down from the parking lot thinking, 
“Well, I’ll at least try out the new gear, 
and see where I get.”

If you’ve ever been to Goblin Valley, 
you’ll appreciate the feeling I had as 
I approached the hoodoos. They are 
so strange and beautiful, and as you 
walk amongst them the ever-chang-
ing formations keep your eyes con-
stantly searching for compositions. 
It’s really an amazing place. I mean, 
it’s just piles of dirt, in the end, but 
man, what piles!
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So I searched around and became more and more excited—regardless of the flat, gray light. I set up my tripod, dialed in the camera settings, and started 
shooting panoramas for later stitching. The more I photographed, the more I was loving it. I had no idea if any of it would be worth processing, and the flat 
light still left me doubting the images I had photographed that day, but I was happy and excited, nevertheless.

When I got back from the trip, and began processing the images, I was faced again with the challenge of dealing with the flat light of that day. After trying 
several different approaches to processing the images, I finally decided to be much more aggressive than usual, and ended up with the images you see 
here. Are they my best work? I doubt it. But they are among the most meaningful to me as an ever-learning, ever-growing photographer.
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Looking at the final images, you may not see why they would need a panoramic approach, or even why I needed to take so many exposures. And while the 
sky is certainly still gray in the final images, hopefully that’s not the first or most important thing you see. All of the “obstacles” I faced that day led to these 
images and shaped them into what you see here. And if the sky had been blowing up with color, or the clouds had been doing backflips, I never would 
have thought to approach these hoodoos in this manner. All they required of me was to keep an open, and inquisitive mind, asking “What if…?”
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I love shooting for black and white. 

Notice that I said  “shooting for” black and 
white. This means I’m consciously aware that 
the image that I’m making at that moment will 
end up being a black and white image. Except 
for “accidental B&Ws” that I find after the fact. 
This means that in the time I’ve used to prep 
and set up for the image, my brain has already 
run through several important pre-calcula-
tions, some of which are used for any image, 
color or B&W:

Color or Black and White

• Is this a compelling image and subject?
• Do I have light?
• Is the quality of the light good?
• How will I compose this image?
• What focal length will I be using?
• What is the best depth of field for this 

image?
• Do I need any filters to bring out the best in 

this image (polarizing, neutral density)?
• (And a lot more)

Andy Williams
Andy has a tremendous passion for travel and landscape, wildlife, and situational photography. He loves photography, and sharing his knowledge and experience. One of the true “internet gurus“ of photography, 
he’s been “online“ for well over 15 years, helping photographers of all levels learn and grow. It was from his love of photography and teaching that these workshops were born. Over the years, Andy, Marc, and 
Dave have developed a close working relationship and have honed in on unique and effective teaching methods. They all share the ultimate goal of “passing it along” to their workshop guests. What has become 
evident over the years is that Andy not only excels at his craft, but at teaching others. Andy has an ability to distill complicated subjects down to practical methods that his students can employ immediately.

Black and White 
Landscape Photography

Black and White

• What is the contrast of the subject relative to 
the scene?

• Where is the tonality contrast?
• Where are the differences in luminosity 

(brightness)?
• Are there “micro-scenes” within the 

composition that might act as supporting 
players?

• Will the sky and clouds look better in black 
and white?

• How can I maximize the contrast of the entire 
image as a whole?

• Does my background need to be sharp and in 
focus or is it better to be soft?

• Have I composed in such a way that my 
subject is supported by the background, not 
distracted by it?
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Let’s look at this image of 
Aldeyjarfoss in North Ice-
land. This waterfall is situ-
ated in such a way that late 
afternoon light floods the 
canyon. We usually shoot 
it from a few hours before 
sunset, and sometimes the 
sky will light up with crazy 
colors at the magic hour. OK. 
It’s a compelling image and 
subject, there’s good light, I 
now have to choose how I’m 
going to compose. There are 
a few limitations, few spots 
to shoot from, since climb-
ing down to water level re-
quires some skill and can be 
treacherous. Depth of field? 
Everything that is “rock” 
needs to be sharp. Filter? I’m 
a sucker for long exposures 
to show the movement of 
the water, so I used a 6-stop 
Neutral Density filter to get 
myself to a 1.3 second expo-
sure in very bright light. So 
far, so good, and the result is 
a pretty darned good color 
image. But that isn’t what I 
was aiming for at all.
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This image in black and white, 
look at the major and mi-
nor contrast differences: the 
creamy white flowing water 
against the stark sharpness 
of the basalt columns and 
rocks; the clouds become so 
much punchier in black and 
white, adding another “mi-
cro-scene” of dramatic con-
trast; finally, black and white 
shows the luminosity con-
trast of the rock formations 
in such a stronger fashion, in 
particular the strong lines of 
the basalt columns that ring 
the pool below the waterfall. 
From the moment I first ar-
rived on the scene, my “com-
puter” was thinking all of this 
stuff through.
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Another example, here’s the seacoast 
at the town of Å, which is on the south-
ern tip of the Lofoten Islands of Norway. 
I didn’t have all of the ingredients that 
I listed above, but most of them. The 
light, in fact, was dismal. Still, the scene 
spoke to me, and I thought I could pull it 
off, and this photo shows what you can 
accomplish even in not-so-perfect light 
with careful exposure. I exposed way to 
the right, making sure I got everything 
as well exposed as possible without 
blowing the whites out. Right from the 
start I was shooting for black and white, 
as that is nearly how the scene looked to 
my eyes during this dismal weather. The 
water in the sea was whipping around 
fairly well, and I pictured smooth water 
in my mind contrasting with the sharp-
ness of the volcanic mountains that 
reach the water. So, a long exposure was 
in order. A 10-stop neutral density filter 
let me get to the 15 second exposure 
that I judged to be the right amount 
to give smoothness to the water. So at 
shoot, many of my objectives were met, 
namely the macro contrast, the scene-
to-scene contrast (smooth water vs. 
rough mountains), and the drama con-
trast (the sky). A little careful developing 
in Lightroom (nothing fancy here!) and 
the image was done.
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As much as I “think” and “see” in Black 
and White, there’s no doubt that a lot of 
what goes into a successful black and 
white landscape happens in post-pro-
cessing. This is no different today with 
digital than it was back in the days when 
we shot film and spent hours dodging 
and burning our favorite prints. In Light-
room, for this image, it was pretty sim-
ple: A quick touch of the tone-curve to 
extend my tonal range all the way left 
and right (maximizing the blacks and 
the whites), and then an adjustment 
brush on the clouds with a mix of con-
trast, blacks down, whites up, some 
clarity. Sometimes a (very) little dehaze 
filter can do the job as well. It varies 
from image to image, what I’m after is 
to accentuate what is there, and make 
it as punchy, contrasty, and dramatic 
as possible. Then, a different brush for 
the mountain and snow, further push-
ing the blacks, whites, and highlights 
there to the limit. Mixing in a bit of clar-
ity helps out here, it really works well 
in those midtones. The idea is to have 
one of those areas of “micro contrasty 
scenes” within the photo.
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When I’m “seeing” in Black and White, I’m looking for patterns and textures as well. These are very important ingredients to a successful image. When I 
came upon this stand of trees in Italy’s Dolomites, I immediately thought “black and white”—why? There was virtually no color in the scene to begin with, 
the outer trees where bathed in soft-boxy high over cast light, showing their white bark, and the rest of the forest stand was in shadow. I immediately fell 
in love with the pattern (the strong vertical lines of the trees), and the texture (the fine leafless branches reaching out from one tree to the next, each con-
trasting mightily with the much thicker white trunk of the tree.
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Tonality, luminosity, and “micro-contrast” scenes within the photo

Here’s a photo of the giant crater in Mývatn, in North Iceland. Most times that I have photographed this crater, it is either fully covered in pure white snow, 
or it is completely devoid of snow, and in either of those conditions, while still an impressive and beautiful scene, it is hard to see anything but just the 
general shape of the caldera. When arriving in the area after a long drive, I made the immediate decision that we had to photograph the crater now, be-
fore things changed. Why? There was a low cloud bank, and good sunshine above the clouds, so we had that “softbox-y” effect happening, great “quality 
of light.” I could see with my eyes that there was just the right amount of snow on the crater that I would be able to really emphasize the contrast, texture, 
repeating lines, and shape in a very good way. The scene in color was already very “blendy”, the color tones gradually changing so as to not provide much 
change in color contrast at all. The sky was very neutral blue-grey, with not much detail to the naked eye. Finally, the foreground was mostly low birch 
bushes and trees with no leaves, and while it is important to have an “anchor” to the photo, it would be a supporting player. Still, I noticed that there would 
be areas of micro-contrast in the foreground, and that there would be that “texture” contrast (sharp tree branches then the smoother crater) that I knew 
that black and white was going to be my result. 
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Again, you have to get it right at shoot time. I set up for a panorama (this is ten shots, portrait-oriented, shot left to right and stitched together in Lightroom). 
I made sure that my exposure was as perfect as could be—protecting the shadows and the highlights, but pushing it as much as possible to the right. Once 
the images were stitched in Lightroom, I had an overall very easy time post-processing this image! Believe it or not, I hit the “V” key in Lightroom, then I 
added clarity, pushed the whites and highlights as far as I could to the right, and added a gradient filter for the sky, reducing the blacks, upping the whites 
and highlights even more, and a touch of dehaze. Finally, sharpening to give the absolute separation of the crater edges and the rivulets of snow and the 
white trees trunks from the black tree trunks, and done. 
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Confession #1: The Accidental Black and White

I admit, there are times when I’m reviewing my images and I will touch that “V” key in Lightroom to toggle the image into a quick B&W on screen. Some-
times, I get that instant “wow” for an image that I was never planning to be a black and white. What is it that makes me do the change? The image of the 
mother elephant and calf is a good example of this. When I converted to Black and White, the distracting brown earth patches became almost invisible, 
thus reinforcing my main message here in the photo, that of the protective mother elephant and her calf. The second reason this image works better in 
black and white is because of the color of the subjects themselves, they are monochromatic to begin with. Black and white also exaggerates the contrast-
ing folds and shadows in their skin, providing more drama throughout the image. 

muenchworkshops.com

http://muenchworkshops.com


113

Confession #2: The “Rescue” Black and White
Yes, in fact it’s true, there are times that making an image Black and white will “save” or “improve” it. While I really do “shoot for” black and white, and try to 
think about all the things we’ve discussed here at shoot time, there are images that I find that upon review, will do better as black and white. Here are two 
examples of a “rescue” and of an “improvement”:

The rescue: The colorful Maasai warriors were shot in harsh mid-afternoon light. Not ideal, but something about their expressions, the way in which the 
four warriors interact In the image, spoke to me. The minute I made it black and white, the colors became less of a distraction, and the expressions and the 
interplay between them all became so much more prominent. I was able to more easily recover shadow detail, and lessen the harsh shadow areas. Finally, 
the plain sky serves to set the warriors off from the rest of the scene, the background, so as to make them even more important.
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The Improvement 

I loved this fellow on the street in Trinidad, Cuba. The color shot is good. But look what happens when we make it black and white. So much more detail 
appears in his face, so much more character. And again, the colors do not support the main subject here, and once they are removed, all attention is on 
the main subject. 

For the most part, the successful black and white photo doesn’t “just happen.” Pay attention to the tonality, luminosity, micro- and macro- contrast, the 
quality of the light, look for patterns, repetition, contrasting textures. All of this, when taken together, and properly exposed at shoot, and carefully pro-
cessed in the digital darkroom, will bring you a great result!
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We don’t like change, and yet it’s change that 
forces an artist to grow. All my life I’ve been clas-
sified as a landscape photographer. It’s not that 
I’m complaining, as it’s always good to become 
known for something, especially in a creative 
career where becoming original is difficult. But, 
as with any label, title, or reputation, becoming 
“known” for something can be limiting, and being 
limited can be counter-productive in a creative 
business. Landscape photography is what I’ve ob-
served, studied, taught, and participated in all my 
life. I’ve lived and breathed it. Now, I’m adding to 
my repertoire. 

I have no regrets and would not change a thing 
if I did it all over again, but what has become an 
integral part of my observations of the places I’ve 
visited is my interest in the geology, flora, and fau-
na. Of course I should know about the subject I’m 
photographing, such as the difference between 
a live oak and a valley oak, but what happened 
while looking up all those names for captions is 
a few stories stood out, stories about why these 
plants grew as they did, why they took on the 
shapes they did, what ate them, and what used 
them as shelter.

All these little details of the subjects I’d spent my life in and around in the hopes of photographing 
them were a sea of fascination that I found myself floating in. I now look at the root system of a palm 
tree and with just a little understanding of why they are flat and fanned, begin to respect them more 
for their tenacity against hurricane force winds.

Transitions

Marc Muench
Marc, a third generation photographer, blends landscapes and wildlife to create his own visual style. Having spent the first 20 years of his career in the publishing world as a freelance photographer, Marc 
gained the experience in the world of image creation, which he would ultimately apply to his teaching career. As a partner of Muench Workshops, he has lead over 100 expeditions around the world, teaching 
his love and passion for nature photography, in such locations as Greenland, Africa, Norway and Antarctica. “Working with passionate amateurs and professionals has expanded my world view. There are so 
many wonderfully unique people that I have worked with, it has become an incredible source of inspiration. I never considered that teaching could be so gratifying and inspirational.”
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I’ve become more inspired now 
than ever. This inspiration from the 
land is coupled with inspiration I 
get from photography workshop 
participants. I’m always floored by 
the wonderful and creative ways 
people approach challenges, and 
I’ve been surprised and inspired 
by the creative process all my 
life, but now I am more engaged 
as a teacher than I ever was as a 
commercial photographer. In the 
hopes of teaching new concepts 
and methods, I began visiting and 
exploring new places and subjects. 
Then I visited Kenya and my world 
changed. I was instantly inspired 
by the amazing creatures within 
the landscape, and it wasn’t just 
any landscape; it was an ancient 
landscape that had remained very 
wild.

I know this sounds like such a sim-
ple change, but it is actually more 
involved than one may think. The 
foundations of any great photo-
graph are light, composition, and 
color, and these principles can 
be simply applied to any subject 
within a given field. Once in the 
wild with wildebeest, giraffe, and 
cheetahs surrounding me, I in-
stantly began composing close in 

on the animal by itself with minimal surroundings. After all, I was just thrilled to be photographing a cheetah. Then 
as time went on, I realized that for me, the most fascinating aspect of the critters I wanted to illustrate was their wild-
ness. It just seemed right to include the landscape. I then began studying what other work had been done by “wild-
life” photographers not just in Africa but all over the world. The most interesting work to me was that of Nick Brandt, 
Frans Lanting, and Jim Brandenburg. In addition, I began studying what young photographers were doing on social 
media, such as Facebook and Instagram. Reviewing all these images helped solidify what I liked, mostly by realizing 
what I did not like. 

In addition to studying other photographers’ work, I began looking at the subject itself. I read up on wildlife migra-
tions, breeding grounds, endangered species and even more importantly why they were endangered. There were 
suddenly many more questions to be answered and it became quickly apparent that this was an endless source of 
inspiration.
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Something very ironic about pursuing wildlife 
photography is that it requires much more pa-
tience than landscape photography ever did. 
Many people think that they could never wait 
long for just the right light to capture a landscape 
scene, but the truth is, I’ve never spent more time 
and energy capturing landscapes as I have for so 
few wildlife images. I’m not one to sit in a hide, ei-
ther. This rather elusive aspect of wildlife photog-
raphy is also what makes it so rewarding. Without 
controlling the animals or baiting them, a photog-
rapher has limited control over their environment. 
I learned quickly how important understanding 
wildlife behavior was and combined that with my 
experience of practicing environmental aware-
ness to capture changing light in landscapes. 
These two simple but complex aspects keep me 
on my toes while pursuing wildlife images.

I break down my wildlife scenes into two distinct 
aspects: the subject and the setting. I differentiate 
the “setting” from a “background” because I be-
lieve it envelops the animals within the scene, as 
opposed to staging them in front of a background.

This one simple concept helps me pursue what 
could have been a totally different direction in 
the field. For example, there are many choices to 
be made early on when in the so called “hunt” for 
a wild animal. You must choose the time of year, 
location, and often a guide. If you’re on your own, 
then you need to work out all the logistics so you 
have the resources to stay the needed time to fa-
vor success. When in the field, you need to decide 

on where you think the best photo opportunities are if you see the animal. Then, every decision made 
thereafter, is based on how you want to portray not only the animal but their behavior. 

I spent an entire afternoon chasing “dust devils” with a few of my students in the hopes of aligning 
one of these ethereal weather phenomenons with an elephant or giraffe. We passed sleeping lions, 
wildebeest, hyenas, and more just to get what we were looking for, but when we finally did, it was 
highly rewarding. 
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When I first began pursuing 
wildlife, I learned to scuba 
dive, and then more impor-
tantly snorkel. Snorkeling 
sounds simpler than scuba 
diving, but it is actually more 
physically demanding to do 
it correctly. I learned to relax 
my breathing so I could stay 
down longer without tanks, 
allowing me to get closer to 
the California sea lions. After 
locating one of their rooker-
ies with a friend, I would se-
cure my camera into an un-
derwater housing and swim 
with the young sea lions. 
Not only was this entertain-
ing beyond belief, but ex-
tremely rewarding creative-
ly. This is still one of my most 
memorable experiences in 
the wild. 
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Do I still pursue landscape photography? Absolutely. Now, I am fortunate to have some experience in a similar but totally different genre, and I feel inspired 
because of it. Capturing polar bears in the wild is a very difficult challenge and takes vast resources, time, and equipment. I now have some experience in 
finding bears in a vast white wilderness and understand the challenges guides face in locating them. While sailing in Greenland just a few months ago, 
I was up on deck with a few people talking about an amazing sunset the night before when I noticed pack ice, which is the same environment the polar 
bears like to hunt on. They typically sit above a hole in the ice and wait for seals to pop up. Then they simply reach out and the feeding begins. One minute 
later, I stated that we should be glassing the horizon for tiny little brown spots, that is all you see when you first spot a polar bear. Their coat is usually brown 
compared to the surrounding snow, making them a bit distinct from their surroundings. Only 30 seconds went by before I sighted one. The captain was 
notified and we turned the boat around. For the following hour we watched the bear protect his food from a hungry raven in an environment that could 
not have been more wild. This would go down as one of my most memorable experiences ever. 

The pursuit of creating images that tell a story or become compelling to the viewer is the first step in achieving an artful eye. If you’re not looking for some-
thing you’ll certainly never see it. When we are out in the field, nature has too much to offer, and if you are not specific about what you want to see it’s easy 
to overlook everything. My eyes are now more focused on the landscape and the wildlife within it. 
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