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FRONTISPIECE Bumblebee moth resting on a hosta leaf in the early morning.
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RIGHT Close-up of Camassia blossoms.
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The soft sunlight on the center of this shrub rose presented a “What could it be?” feeling when in this close. Even if I set the aperture at f22, parts of the image would be out of focus. I elected to use a medium aperture and focus on the anthers.

Canon 1Ds Mark II with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/40 second at f11

I AM FREQUENTLY ASKED how and why I became a photographer. The “why” is a combination of family history, the desire to create, and a love of nature.

My grandfather, Christian Detrick, was a freelance photojournalist before newspapers had staff photographers. In 1934, he decided to go to Lakewood, New Jersey, to shoot the arrival of the Hindenburg. His assistant could not go so he enlisted the help of my uncle, Leonard Detrick. The one-day shoot became a three-day outing when the dirigible burst into flames and crashed at the landing site. Immediately upon returning to his regular job, Leonard was fired. However, his boss kindly told him he thought he would make “a fine photographer.” Leonard ultimately became one of the lead photographers for the New York City Daily News.

While I always knew that part of the family history, it was not until a conversation with my mother a few years before her death that I discovered her great-grandfather owned and ran a large nursery in Germany in the 1800s that remained in the family until recently. At that point, it seemed obvious that I was destined not only to be a photographer but also to be drawn to photograph horticultural subjects and gardens.

The “how” I became a professional photographer is somewhat different. When our daughter graduated from college, my wife, Linda, suggested we try to turn my love of photography into a business. I would do the photography and Linda would handle the marketing and contracts. The combination of a business background, lots of research, long days of predawn-until-dusk shoots, and a lot of luck produced results. In a few short years, we noticed that the major portion of our business involved gardening, and that became where we focused.

Over the years, I continually took photography workshops with exceptional photographers including John Paul Caponigro, Dick Frank, Arthur Meyerson, Seth Resnick, John Shaw, and Larry West. Each one of them in their own way exerted a positive influence on my photography. To this day, I try to learn from photographers who offer a different way of looking at or thinking about a subject.

Fellow garden photographers also influence my work. My good friend Roger Foley generously and unselfishly shares his expertise on working with light in a garden. Ian Adams, author of The Art of Garden Photography and techno-expert, encouraged me to write this book and consistently keeps me updated on the latest and greatest. Friend and successful garden writer Ellen Spector Platt continually provides sage and meaningful advice on the process of writing a book. The transatlantic couple judiwhite and Graham Rice have been treasured friends and valuable sounding boards for many years.

Thanks also to Peter Kaplan for allowing me to tell the story of “Liberté mon Amour,” and to Canon, Nikon, and Sigma for graciously providing macro equipment for the photographs.

I would like to say a special thank you to all the students who attended my workshops. Their participation allowed me to better understand not only the problem areas in macro photography but the goals as well. I hope this book addresses most if not all of their concerns.

I would be remiss if I didn’t mention my editor, Lorraine Anderson. Her patience, understanding, and eye for details, along with the encouragement of Tom Fischer and the rest of the Timber staff, made this project a reality.

In the end, credit for any level of success goes to my loving wife, Linda. Her unseen hand is the reason for the viability of my photography, our business, and this book. Being a photographer, let alone writing a book, would not be possible for me without her help, support, guidance, and, most of all, patience. If there are any mistakes, they are mine. All the credit really belongs to my best friend, Linda.


About This Book
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All roads lead to Rome, only in this case it’s the petals of this magnolia blossom pulling us to the center. Focus on the center and let everything else go soft. Blossom was placed slightly off center in the frame.

Canon 1Ds Mark II with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/80 second at f8 +1/3 stop exposure

FOR ANYONE WHO LOVES nature, whether admiring the flowers in a garden, watching a butterfly, or examining nature’s patterns, the desire to capture these images is as natural as taking the next breath. Macro photography is the visual portal to a world most people walk by without a glance. Plants, animals, and parts of plants and animals never before imagined enter the camera’s viewfinder. Best of all, close-up photography does not require trips to Alaska, Africa, or any other exotic locale to capture visually compelling natural images. A walk in the backyard garden or a neighborhood park can provide a wealth of material to photograph close up.

While it may be exciting to think about capturing the image of one petal of a flower or a single dewdrop, or filling the frame with a butterfly sipping nectar, macro photography is intimidating to many photographers. The technical considerations can seem overwhelming. Fortunately, the equipment available today makes macro photography much easier than it was years ago. It’s still more dependent upon good technique than normal shooting, but with some work and experience, the photographer of flora and fauna will find that the macro world offers incredible new opportunities.

This book is designed to help macro beginners as well as more advanced photographers develop a practical approach to capturing professional-quality macro images with a minimum of fuss and a maximum of fun. For the beginner, this book will help to establish a solid foundation in the language of macro photography and provide an introduction to the technical considerations. The more advanced photographer will gain a better understanding of how to approach an image under difficult conditions. While some point-and-shoot cameras can capture macro images, the techniques and advice in this book are aimed at users of digital single-lens reflex (DSLR) cameras.

Some macro books go into great technical detail with formulas, charts, and elaborate field setups. While those books are a great source of information, this book presents a less technical and more user-friendly approach to macro photography. It covers macro basics, equipment considerations, field techniques, and digital photography. In each chapter, sidebars provide a more detailed explanation of some technical consideration or point out where or why digital photography requires a different approach from film. Different photographic styles and how they are achieved are explored. Common mistakes that photographers make when first attempting to do close-up work are also mentioned.

In class, students are always interested in the thought process behind different images. They want to know what attracted me to the image, why I chose a particular angle, what I left out, and what f-stop I used and why. For this reason, I have included five case studies that reveal my thought process.

While digital photography certainly involves the computer, this book does not go into great detail on computers and software. The intent is to give you an understanding of macro photography that will endure regardless of advances in computer and software technology.

Above all, I hope reading this book enables you to have fun capturing your very own macro images—not the images or style of any other photographer, professional or amateur, but images that represent your vision, images that put a smile on your face each time you view them.


1
The Macro World Introduced
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The light glowing through this morning glory was captivating. The shadow from the pistil and anthers became critical. Medium aperture kept the blossom before it flared sharp. I raised the ISO to 320 to compensate for a breeze and overexposed slightly. Several images similar to this were taken where I varied the background. This one with a dark background is the most dramatic.

Canon 1Ds Mark II with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/200 second at f11 +2/3 stop exposure

IN 2001 I WAS FORTUNATE TO BE PART OF A press tour to Holland to photograph the spring bulb displays. It was a group of sixteen professional photographers specializing in the fields of gardening and horticulture. The two questions group members asked most often were “How early can we get into the gardens?” and “How late can we stay in the gardens?” For photographers, this “Let’s get going!” And “Just a few more minutes!” attitude is not unusual.
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This macro image of a dahlia is appealing in a number of ways. The diffused lighting is a perfect match for the soft pink coloration. The limited sharpness front to back also helps support the overall feeling I wanted in this image. I framed the subject tightly to let the viewer know it was my intention that some of the blossom be excluded. Allowing just a touch of green at the bottom added interest.

Canon 1Ds with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/2 second at f22 +2/3 stop exposure
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This image is a close-up of a variety of plants in a container. The total area of the picture is the starting point for macro images. The color harmony of the combination of blue, pink, and wine blooms initially caught my interest. The light brushing across the blossoms from right to left highlights the blue and a few of the pinks. While the lighting is diffused, there are still highlights and shadows to give depth and feeling to the image.

Canon 1Ds with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/8 second at f22 -1/3 stop exposure

This attitude sometimes translates into an eagerness to be told first thing which pieces of equipment are needed when trying new areas of photography. While this equipment-first approach may work for normal images, it seems like putting the cart before the horse for a more technically demanding type of photography. How can a photographer know which pieces of equipment are needed without knowing why the equipment is needed? Before getting down to equipment talk, it’s essential to have a broader understanding of the world of macro photography.

This chapter is an introduction to the macro world. It looks at what constitutes macro photography, gives some historic perspective, and discusses how macro differs from normal shooting. Besides the technical considerations, macro has its own language, so this chapter also demystifies some of the language of macro photography.

What Is Macro Photography?

Not too long ago, 35mm cameras were sold with a 50mm lens. It was a very versatile lens but it was limited in how close it could be to a subject and still focus. It lost focusing ability when an area of about 10 by 15 inches filled the camera viewfinder. Different equipment was needed to photograph subjects or areas smaller than this. This need became the starting point for the photography called close-up or macro photography.

[image: Image]

The strong mix of colors of these spring anemone really draws attention. This was a large bed of plants so I had the luxury of looking for a composition that would be something more than a straight-on head shot. The trio of blossoms forming an arc was perfect. To help prevent the image from being static, I placed the trio so there would be more room on the left side of the picture than the right side. I wanted the three main blossoms to be sharp but the background to go soft.

Canon 1Ds with 24-70mm f2.8 L zoom lens, 1/125 second at f11 +1/3 stop exposure

To be accurate, the terms close-up and macro are not synonymous but describe two different magnification ratios. The difference is in how the size of the actual subject relates to the size of the image on film or microchip. Technically, close-up photography is capturing an image on film or digital sensor that’s one-tenth the size of the actual subject or larger, up to the same size as the actual subject (life size or 1:1), while macro photography is defined as capturing an image that’s at least the same size on film or digital sensor as the actual subject and up to ten times the size of the actual subject (10:1). Thus, macro photography makes the small world even larger than close-up photography. Most of the lenses sold under the macro (or in the case of Nikon, micro) designation are limited to close-up capability by definition. This causes some blurring of the distinction between the terms.

Regardless of how the lens is labeled, the topic of this book is shooting subjects or areas that range in size from 10 by 15 inches to 1 by 1-1/2 inches, which includes a whole world of flora and fauna. Whether you want to call that close-up or macro is up to you. In practical terms, what’s important is understanding that to capture an image of something smaller than 10 by 15 inches, different equipment and photographic technique are needed.


The Language of Magnification

While digital sensors have replaced film as the light-recording medium in our cameras, the terms common in macro photography haven’t changed. The terms magnification (or reproduction) ratio and image scale still refer to expressions of the relationship of the actual size of the object photographed to that object’s image size on the digital sensor. For instance, an image scale of 1[image: Image], a magnification ratio of 1:1, and the term life size all mean that the actual size of the object being photographed is equal to the size of the object’s image on the sensor. At this scale, a one-inch-long beetle has an image that measures one inch in length on the camera’s digital sensor.

Manufacturers of specialized macro equipment use this terminology to describe the capabilities of their products. You’ll see a maximum magnification listed among the features of a macro lens. Having an understanding of the language associated with macro prevents unpleasant surprises when you purchase such equipment.



Development of Macro Photography
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I had taken a few images of these violets when I noticed how the backlighting really made this blossom glow. Because it was the only blossom that was fully backlit, I decided to go in very tight with just sections of other blossoms and some foliage included. Making the plane of the blossom match the plane of my camera enabled me to keep the subject sharp and the background soft.

Canon 1Ds with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/8 second at f22 +1/3 stop exposure

Traditionally, the most common solution for overcoming the focusing problem in close-up situations was to increase the distance between the camera and the lens. Fifty years ago this was accomplished by attaching extension tubes of various lengths between camera and lens. It was also common practice to add extension by attaching a bellows to the camera lens mount with a special lens called a short mount lens on the front of the bellows. The extension tube or bellows attachment increased the distance between the lens and the camera body to allow the photographer to focus closer to the subject than normal. Unfortunately, increasing the distance from the lens to the camera had the negative effect of decreasing the amount of light reaching the film. This meant the exposure also changed. If the extension tube or bellows was connected to the camera’s metering system, the change in exposure was handled automatically. However, not all bellows or extension tubes were automatic. In these cases, the photographer had to perform exposure calculations involving the length of the extension tube or how far the bellows were extended.

Additional calculations had to be made anytime flash was used. The relationship between the speed of the film, the flash’s power, and the distance from the flash to the subject had to be considered. Photographers made measurements in the field and consulted exposure tables to get the correct exposure.

Early macro lenses were usually 50-55mm and originally designed for copy work inside a studio. These early designs had built-in extension that allowed focusing to half life size. To get to life-size images, additional extension was needed. The working distance from the front of the lens to the subject was very limited. The lenses had good-quality optics but were not suited for use in the field.

Thankfully, the camera and lens manufacturers responded to the void in the marketplace. In the 1980s Canon, Nikon, and a number of other manufacturers introduced dedicated macro lenses in 100mm and then 200mm sizes. Macro lenses of 100mm focused up to life size without adding any extension. They were easy to use and reasonably priced. When long macro lenses up to 200mm became available, many of them had a tripod collar (an adjustable ring surrounding the lens with a platform that attaches to the tripod head), making it quick and easy to change from a horizontal to a vertical image. Focusing was done manually, either by rotating the focusing ring on the lens or by attaching the camera and lens to a focusing rail that moved the camera and lens in and out relative to the subject.

Improvements kept coming. The camera and lens manufacturers appealed to a large potential market by adding more automatic features to the cameras–autofocus, autoflash, autoexposure, and the like. Today, digital single-lens reflex (DSLR) cameras handle difficult exposure problems automatically with ease. The camera and flash talk to each other, eliminating more exposure guesswork. Numerous lenses and lens accessories that make it easier to capture quality images consistently are now more readily available. Macro capability is now included on many zoom lenses. There are even point-and-shoot cameras with macro capability. But despite all the current advancements, the normal 35mm digital camera system is still limited in its ability to consistently take a full range of quality macro shots. For the photographer interested in macro photography on a more-than-casual basis, the reality is that additional equipment, including some of the old remedies, is needed to effectively capture good close-up images.

[image: Image]

Daffodils and springtime go hand in hand. This group with their orange cups and clean white petals were at their peak when I photographed them. The late-day sun added extra life to the frontmost blossoms. The amount of white in the image necessitated some exposure compensation on the plus side.

Canon 1Ds with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/10 second at f22 +2/3 stop exposure
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The typical Lilium photo shows the pendant behavior of the blossoms. I wanted to see if there was an image to be captured as I looked up at the flower. It was impossible to get a tight shot with front-to-back sharpness. I elected to try to get the anther and some of the filament sharp. This plane of focus would also include some portion of the petals. Going in very tight on the blossom eliminated distracting background elements.

Canon 1Ds with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/20 second at f11

[image: Image]

These images represent the concept of pictures within pictures. The image of the entire blossom cluster of climbing hydrangea is not that interesting. I noticed, however, that the single floret in the upper part of the cluster made a nice gesture. Having the floret completely sharp would diminish the overall feel that originally caught my eye, so I wanted a fairly shallow depth of field. I concentrated on getting the curve of the stem and just a bit of the floret sharp. Positioning the floret in the center of a hosta leaf in the background blocked out any distractions.

Canon 1Ds Mark II with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, blossom cluster 0.6 second at f8 +1/3 stop exposure, floret 1/2 second at f11 +1/3 stop exposure

[image: Image]


Macro Seeing

Because macro images differ from larger-scale ones, being able to see potential shots will take a bit of training and practice. It won’t happen overnight. To understand “macro seeing,” walk around and look at everything through a magnifying glass. Better yet, cut a small opening of approximately 4 by 6 inches in a large piece of cardboard and walk around your yard looking only through this opening. Whether you use the magnifying glass or the cardboard frame, your vision becomes more concentrated. The background and distracting areas are reduced, and the subject is narrowed to a small area. With more experience, you will start to look at objects as if you had the magnifying glass or the cardboard frame in hand and be able to judge fairly quickly which blossoms, leaves, insects, and the like are the best subjects.



Cropping and Enlarging Versus Macro

Instead of employing good macro technique and equipment, you may be tempted to shoot a normal-size image and then crop and enlarge the image file on your computer. When you crop an image, you keep the pixels in the cropped portion and throw the rest away. The resulting digital file thus contains fewer pixels, which limits what you can do with it. If the file is too small for its intended use, the computer can increase the total number of pixels by a process called interpolation. This produces a digital file made up of some of the pixels from the original capture and some from the software program used in the computer interpolation. An image created in such a manner may exhibit uneven or blotchy color instead of gradual tones. Thus, although you can get macro images by cropping and enlarging, it’s no substitute for good macro photography.

Macro Awareness

In addition to equipment with the ability to focus in tight, you need a different visual sense when you do macro work. Landscape photographers are used to taking it all in. When they walk through a garden, they tend to see design elements, plants, combinations, color, and foliage as part of the whole. But seeing the big picture can cause you to miss the small details. When you are doing macro photography, those small details become the subjects of attention.

In addition to being able to see the shot and having the right equipment, you need to be aware of a few other considerations in macro photography. As you move in closer, the magnification of the subject increases in the viewfinder and on the sensor. Everything about the subject gets magnified. It’s this magnification that allows you to enter a different world and makes macro so exciting. The magnification, however, applies to the bad features as well as the good. Tiny faults in the subject, hardly noticeable before, now jump out. The slight brown spot on a blossom hidden among other blossoms becomes very evident.

[image: Image]
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These photos are another example of seeing macro images in the garden. In walking through the garden in the early morning, I noticed an out-of-place bright spot on the ornamental grass. On closer inspection I found a resting green stink bug. The bug was still immobile from the cool night temperatures and the dew, giving me time to get the image. Look for and be aware of shapes that seem out of place.

Canon 1Ds Mark II with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/4 second at f22

While missed problems like a leaf tear or a brown spot can be corrected in the computer, adopting the “I’ll fix it in Photoshop” attitude for every problem leads to more computer and less camera time. The better approach is to eliminate as many possible problems as you can in the beginning, by examining your subjects more carefully for flaws and faults. Looking through the camera viewfinder or at the LCD for flaws won’t do it. Both the viewfinder, because it’s so small, and the camera LCD, because of its inaccuracies, are less than reliable for good image evaluation. Get in the practice of moving in to visually examine the subject close up before setting up your camera and tripod.

Like every small flaw in the subject, any camera movement or movement of the subject is also magnified. Photographers used to walking with camera in hand through a garden and pausing for a shot will have a hard time getting good close-up captures. The smaller apertures common in macro photography mean slower shutter speeds. As a result, the tiny camera shake from hand holding the camera produces a blurry image. Using a tripod becomes essential.

Digital cameras give you some help with reducing motion. In the analog world, the film speed on which exposures depend is the same for every frame in the roll. With the new digital wonders, the ISO rating (film speed) can be changed for each shot. While this might seem like the perfect solution to any movement or low-light situations, there’s a drawback to changing the setting. When you change the ISO setting to a higher value, the camera increases the electrical charge to the sensor, and this in turn increases any artifacts or digital noise, especially in the shadows or areas of extreme contrast, which can result in a poor-quality digital file. Depending on the camera, digital noise can rapidly increase above an ISO setting of 400. Try not to get into the habit of raising the ISO setting every time you want greater shutter speed. Keep the camera at its optimum setting and raise the ISO only when all other avenues to get the shot are closed. If you do change the ISO, remember to return it to the optimal setting after you capture the shot.

Perhaps the most daunting technical challenge in macro photography is working with the depth of field of an image. The field, or the area that appears sharp, gets more limited as magnification increases. The greater the magnification, the more depth of field you give up. A wide-angle shot, with its uniform sharpness, might have a depth of field measured in yards. In macro photography, the depth of field is measured in inches or fractions of an inch. Because of this, it’s essential to pay careful attention to focusing.

[image: Image]

This cluster of tuberous begonia ‘Pin-up Rose’ with each blossom at peak really caught my attention. For composition, I normally try to place the subject off center in the frame to keep the image interesting. Moving this cluster to the right or left in the frame brought distracting elements into the picture. The variation in lighting, however, with the blossoms on the left being the brightest, solved the composition problem by keeping the image from being static. The directional light also brought out all the attractive texture of the blossoms.

Canon 1Ds with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/20 second at f16 +2/3 stop exposure

[image: Image]

I had set up the camera and tripod in the middle of a few butterfly bushes to photograph monarch butterflies when I noticed this praying mantis looking at me. I tried a number of horizontal images but the numerous branches made the image far too busy. I rotated the tripod collar to the vertical position and moved in to capture just a head-and-shoulder portrait. At this point, the mantis started to get nervous about my near presence. Her attitude of “don’t come any closer” made the image.

Canon 1Ds Mark II with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, 1/3 second at f22

Producing a macro image can be very simple or very complex, depending on the shooting conditions and the vision of the photographer. Digital photography allows the possibility of endlessly adjusting or manipulating an image on your computer. Nevertheless, you should resist this temptation. Digital photography is about capturing the largest amount of information you can while shooting and then making adjustments in the computer to produce the best image. Good camera technique means less time spent in front of a computer screen. Understanding the process from beginning to end is just as important as selecting the right equipment. Like everything worthwhile, macro photography takes practice. Enjoy the journey.

Digital or Color Noise

Digital cameras are most efficient at capturing information in the bright areas of an image. Conversely, they have the most difficulty capturing information from shadowed areas. This results in blotches of color (called artifacts or noise) showing up in dark areas of the image when the camera is having trouble sensing and recording information. When you increase the ISO setting, the frequency and visibility of color noise also increases. To see if there’s any noise in your image, increase the magnification of the image on your computer monitor until you are viewing it at 100 percent. Then scroll around the image to locate any areas with noise. Software programs to reduce or eliminate noise in digital files are available.

[image: Image] [image: Image]

RIGHT Oenothera speciosa in changing light.

Canon 1Ds Mark II with 180mm f3.5 L macro lens, first image 1/30 second at f11, second image 1/50 second at f11, +2/3 stop exposure on both images

Photographing in Changing Light

Two images of pink evening primrose (Oenothera speciosa) represent an exercise in photographing a subject in changing light. In early spring these plants spread out and form a carpet of light pink. If they like the area where they are planted, they become almost invasive. Rather than take a wide-angle shot of the pink carpet of flowers, I decided on a close-up of one or two blossoms in order to highlight their semi-translucent quality. The next step was to locate a blossom positioned in such a way that the blossom could be sharp with a soft background to give depth to the image. I was concerned that in the strong sunlight, the light coming through the blossom might be too harsh. I positioned the camera to take advantage of the shadow cast by a nearby large oak tree.

The initial exposures were done as the trunk of the large tree shaded the blossom and surrounding area. This worked to keep texture in the flower and still show some translucence. As the sun moved, so did the shadow. The lighting on the blossom and area changed. In ten minutes, the shadow had moved completely and the sun filled the frame. The character and feel of the image had changed, as evidenced by the next exposures. My earlier concern regarding the harshness of the sunlight proved unfounded. In fact, I think the sunlit image has more of a spring feel than the other. The lesson is that if you have a good subject in your frame in changing light conditions, stay put. The camera is all ready to go, and the different lighting may give extra opportunities for additional quality images.
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