


Howdy folks, and welcome to the Summer edition of the 
Photographer’s Journal. After a month of practically living 
off my boat along the coast of North Carolina photographing 
horses, I made a mad dash back to the Rocky Mountains and 
just in time for my Spring Tetons workshop and to get the 
summer edition of the TPJ into your inbox. 

Seasons work differently up here. What you would call Spring, 
we refer to as the mud season. And what you might refer to as 
Summer is actually Spring for us. Summer really doesn’t begin 
around these parts until late July and ends abruptly in August. 
Regardless of what you want to call it though, this time of the 
year in the Northern Rockies is simply breathtaking. The high 
peaks still hold snow, wild flowers are exploding all over the 
region turning every meadow into a kaleidoscope of colors, 
baby everything is about, and temperatures are down right 
paradisiacal. And yes, paradisiacal is a real word. 

In this edition of TPJ we continue our series of Mastering 
Your Auto Focus System. Though I wanted desperately to 
keep this series as non-technical as possible, the first part that 
ran in the Spring edition was anything but non-technical. 
Let’s face it folks, we are wielding hi-tech computers in our 
hands these days and so there will always be some amount 
of technical aspects to what we do – filled with jargon and 
confusion of course. I tried my best to filter out all of the stuff 
you don’t really need to know of course, but inevitably some 

folks probably needed some 
pretty high waders to trudge 
through it all. 

Well, in this edition, I am 
happy to report, things 
will be a bit different. I 
have moved away from the 
technical side of the AF 
equation, and created Part 2 
in the manner of case files. 
In this article, I have taken 
a selection of photographs that I believe help to illustrate in 
detail my various strategies for using auto focus in different 
situations. Hopefully, real world examples like this will make 
the whole thing a bit more user friendly for folks. 

In this edition you will also find a feature article entitled 
Capturing the Cosmos. Here I dive into the nuts and bolts 
of night photography that I have found to be key concepts 
that many photographers have a difficult time with. Night 
photography is quite different from photographing landscapes 
during the day. You are pushing your equipment well beyond 
the limits of what it was all intended for. And as a result, you 
must understand certain basic principles in order to deal with 
the rotation of the Earth and our camera’s inability to auto 
focus in the dark. In this, we cover topics such as the 400 rule, 
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hyperfocal distance, depth of field (in the technical use of the 
term), and different strategies for insuring sharp photos every 
time. 

New for this summer, we will begin offering image critiques in 
TPJ for subscribers. For our launch of this new section, I have 
chosen a photograph by one Aggie Pagnillo from her recent 
trek to India where she photographed tigers!  Also new for 
the summer edition is our push into articles and gear reviews 
related to travel. Travel and nature photography go hand in 
hand. Yet this is a topic that is rarely if ever covered in nature 
photography publications. I want to change this. 

I hope you enjoy the Summer edition!

Cheers,

Jared Lloyd

The Tetons, in all of their 
snow covered glory after a late 
season storm. 



Capturing the Cosmos



What is it about the cosmos 
that is so captivating? This 
fascination is cross-cultural. It 
transcends national boundaries 
and is a shared interest of our 
species that we can trace back to 
well over 10,000 years. From a 
psychological perspective, we can 

only speculate. But from a scientific standpoint, this makes 
since. We are, after all, children of the stars. 

I don’t mean this in the science fiction sort of way. I mean 
that the atoms, and protons, and electrons, and molecules that 
make up the very substance of everything human found their 
origin in distant stars. From the organic, to the inorganic, 
everything is essentially made of star stuff ejected into the 
universe through countless supernovas and coalesced into 
what we think of as the known world. From the iron in our 
blood to the sudden genetic mutation that spawned the A 
and B blood types, from the carbon that makes up all carbon-
based life to the hydrogen and oxygen that makes the water 
we drink and the air we breathe, we have the stars to be 
grateful for. Maybe this is what Carl Sagan meant when he 
said that “the cosmos is all that is, or ever was, or ever will be.” 

Standing on Earth, during a clear night, with a new moon, 
staring up into the heavens we travel through both space 
and time. It is pointless to measure the scale and magnitude 
of what we see in terms of what we all know as units of 
measurement. The numbers, or really the zeros, would be far 
beyond anything comprehendible. Thus, we create a new form 

of measurement when staring into space – the light year. 
Really, we can break this down into the light second, minute, 
hour, and year. But the basis of this is light itself, its speed 
being the one universal constant to measure things by. And 
nothing travels faster than light. 

Just how fast does light travel? 186,000 miles per second.  As 
a photographer, as someone who makes their living writing 
with light, this fascinates me.

So when we look at the moon, we know that it takes light 
about 1.27 seconds for the sunlight that is reflecting off of 
its surface to bounce down to Earth and be seen by us. This 
means the moon, on average, is about 233,000 miles away. 
This is a big number, but it is still within a scale that we can 
wrap our minds around. The sun is the same way – 8 light 
minutes from us, which makes it about 93 million miles away. 

At this point the numbers start getting big. You and I can sort 
of understand this. A million is a big number. This means that 
the sun is really far away. But what about things outside of our 
immediate solar system? This is where things like miles and 
kilometers become obsolete. 

Once we venture outside of the solar system and begin to 
look at distant stars just within our own galaxy, seconds and 
minutes become irrelevant. It is here where we begin to speak 
in light years. If a light second is 186,000 miles, then a light 
year means that light travels about 6 trillion miles in a year’s 
time. This is huge. This is a beyond your ability to count sort 
of huge. Most people do not even know how big a trillion 

The photograph above is a combination 
of 5 vertical photos stitched together 
into a panoramic. The Milky Way can 
stretch across the entire horizon in the 
Springtime. If you want to capture the 
bulk of it, a stitched pano is the best 
way to do it. However, given the Earth’s 
rotation, you need to work quickly 
when creating a pano at night before the 
Milky Way moves in your composition. 



really is. If you were to try and count to a trillion right now, 
adding one number every second until you reached 1 trillion 
(1 Mississippi, 2 Mississippi) it would take you the next 31,000 
years to count. THAT is how big a trillion is. And 6 of those 
trillion miles is what light does in a year – and 21 of those 
trillions is what the US national debt is today!

So when we look up at the night sky at all the twinkling little 
stars, we are staring at light that was produced long ago. 
The closest star to us, aside from our own Sun of course, is 
Proxima Centauri. This guy, whose name means “nearest to” 
or “closest to” in Latin, is 4.2 light years away. This means that 
we are seeing a snapshot of what this star looked like about 
4 years ago. But let’s look further, deeper into our own Milky 
Way.  

The big and complex part of the Milky Way that you can 
see at night, that region every photographer wants in their 
nightscape photographs, is what we call the Galactic Center. 
It sounds cool, and it is exactly what the name implies. This is 
the literal center of the Milky Way Galaxy – a super massive 

blackhole surrounded by brand new stars, cosmic dust, and 
crazy colorful clouds of gas that some 400 billion stars in our 
galaxy rotate around. When we peer into this Galactic Center, 
we are looking back in time to some 26,000 years ago. The 
light we see from our Galactic Center was being produced 
when the height of the last Ice Age gripped the Earth, and at 
a time when humans were just learning to use plant fiber to 
weave together fishing nets. 

As extraordinary as the Galactic Center is, this is not the 
furthest light that we can see with the naked eye. That title 
goes to our sister galaxy known as Andromeda. At the 
moment, she is some 2 million light years away from us. The 
light we see was originating at the same time that the first 
line of Hominids were beginning to evolve and our most 
distant ancestor, Homo erectus was just stretching it’s back to 
stand upright. I use the term “at the moment” here because 
Andromeda is moving, as is the Milky Way. Both of these 
galaxies are currently on a collision course with each other. 

And if you were to find yourself alive and well on planet Earth 
in about 4 billion years, you would witness what just might be 
the greatest light show ever to be seen from our strange little 
rock since its formation as these two galaxies collide.

Be it our modern day mind trip into the mysteries of 
astrophysics, the need to understand and predict the rise and 
set of constellations at night in order to navigate the vastness 
of the oceans pre-GPS, or our ancestors attempts to tease from 
the ether of life on Earth the rhythms of nature and the cycle 
of the seasons with monoliths like Stonehenge, none of us are 

Atmosphere can play a big part in the end result 
of our night sky photographs. If you compare this 
photograph with the one on the opening page of the 
article, you will see a very different effect in the sky 
that was created by the degree of humidity hanging 
in the air. Whereas this photo was created in the Fall 
durring a low humidity levels, the opening page’s 
photo was created in the Spring when humidity levels 
were around 90%, thus allowing for the beams of 
light to be captured. Humidity, smoke, clouds, high 
pressure systems, and so much more can effect the 
way that your night sky comes out. 



immune to the awe and wonder of the night sky. 

As photographers, we are a naturally curious and naturally 
inspired lot. Visual artists, every last one of us, nature 
photographers of all sorts set out to capture the wonder of 
the natural world. And this is exactly where nightscapes 
or astrophotography slips into fascination for most of us. 
We stare into the cosmos, wide eyed, and with childlike 
curiosity, wanting nothing more than to somehow record the 
overwhelming emotions that have run through our collective 
consciousness back to the dawn of our species and that first 
spark of imagination so long ago.  

But how? How do we go about photographing the night sky? 
By its very nature, photographing the night goes against 
all the principles of what makes photography work. We set 
out into the darkness of the small hours to record mere pin 
pricks of light that have been sailing through outer space 
for thousands, if not millions, of years. To put it plainly, our 
technology was not designed for this.

There is so much to understanding how night sky images are 
created. Like any genre of nature photography, there are skills 
that come hard learned, and ever more complex levels that 
photographs and photographers evolve to over time. And 
tools such as Photoshop and Lightroom allow us to create 
images that no one thought possible just a few years ago. 
Despite the various philosophies and techniques and levels to 
which one can take their nightscape photography, however, 
there is one central theme that must be mastered first. At 
the heart of it all are the stars themselves, the heavenly 

backdrop to which everything is built around. Thus, to begin 
photographing the cosmos, one must first understand how to 
capture the stars. 

When we consider chasing our artistic visions into the night 
to capture starry skies, we must make a decision. The choice 
we are faced with is a simple one: to trail, or not to trail. 

You probably already know what this means. Do you want 
perfect little pin points of light from the stars? Or, do you 
want long flowing psychedelic trails of light captured from 
the rotation of the Earth beneath the stars? Each of these 
require a different set of techniques, and a different measure 
of planning.  

Given the complexity of nightscape photography, in this 
article we are going to narrow things down a bit and focus 
on capturing the night sky and Milky Way – those pin pricks 
of light if you will. Though including the Milky Way into 
the equation is not necessary for capturing beautiful images 
filled with starry skies, I am left wondering why we wouldn’t 
want to include it? The fingerprints off our galaxy make for 
a dramatic compositional element when unfurled across the 
heavens, and it is safe to say that most photographers time 
their nightscape work to when the Milky Way is at its best and 
most visible. 

In pursuing this brand of night photography, the two 
challenges we face, aside from actually finding dark skies to 
begin with, are as follows:



1. Propper exposures
2. Propper focusing

Out of all the nuances of night photography, most of what 
we need to learn can be found wrapped up in one of these 
concepts. Then again, the same can be said for just about 
all genres of photography now can’t it? As you will see with 
nightscapes, however, these challenges are taken to a whole 
different level. 

Exposure

By and large, this is often the biggest hurdle for most 
photographers when dipping their toes into the ocean of 
outer space. One exposure creates a black frame. The next, a 
photograph awash in white. Maybe you keep at it, tinkering 
with exposure settings and find a psychedelic mess of green 
and magenta color noise engulfing your entire composition. 
Or, maybe you manage to nail the ISO and the exposure in 
general, but you quickly notice that all the stars have trails, 
when what you really wanted were points of light. 

To understand exposure in night photography, the first thing 
you need to wrap your brain around is the fact that your 
exposure settings are focal length dependent at night. To 
some degree, this is true with all photography. But, when we 
are doing it all in the dark, this fact is critically important 
to know and understand. In fact, our exposures are based 

almost solely upon the actual focal length of the lens that 
we are shooting with. 

The reason that focal lengths matter is because each change 
ultimately changes perspective. Very little light reaches us 
from the stars. Thus, long exposures are a fact of life here. But 
shooting with long shutter speeds presents problems when we 
are photographing moving objects. Much like photographing 
a pronghorn who is running at 60mph, we must have an 
appropriately fast enough shutter speeds to stop the action. It’s 
the same thing when photographing stars. Though the stars 
themselves are not moving, the Earth is. 

Each focal length of your lens changes the perspective on the 
stars. As anyone who has photographed with a 600 or 800mm 
lens knows, tiny movements become greatly exaggerated the 
longer the focal length. Likewise, subtle movements can be 
completely hidden with a wider perspective. 

The nice thing about the Universe is that it is governed by a 
set of universal laws. We call it physics. The Greeks called it 
the Cosmos – the order of the Universe. 

The earth rotates on its axis at a steady speed of about 1,000 
mph at the equator. The equator, of course, has the biggest 
circumference, and thus the greatest speed. Because the Earth 
is round(ish), as we move poleward, the circumference of the 
planet decreases and so does its speed. At 45 degrees north 
or south latitude, the speed of the Earth is about 700mph. So, 
you can see that technically, depending upon where you are 
on the planet, the stars are actually moving at different speeds 



in the night sky. Sitting on an island in North Carolina while 
writing this, I know my latitude is about 35 degrees north, 
whereas Yellowstone National Park is 45 degrees north. This 
means that both places technically have different speeds.
 
Getting worried yet? 

Don’t. You don’t need to know the speed in which the Earth 
turns at your latitude. But you do need to know that the speed 
varies, and because of that the exposure rule I am about to 
give you can vary somewhat and thus it is always good to err 
on the side of caution and round your exposure DOWN.
Based upon the steady rotation of the Earth, we can calculate 
what the longest possible exposure can be for each focal 
length with very simple math. Don’t like math? No problem. 
The smart phone in your pocket has more computational 
power than NASA had when they sent the first Apollo to the 
moon, and your calculator app is more than capable of doing 
the division for you. 

Back in the days of film, the exposure law was known as the 
“600 Rule.” Basically, you divided your focal length into 600. 
The quotient (answer to the division problem) was the fastest 
shutter speed you could get away with. Well, the problem with 
the 600 rule was that it didn’t usually work right. There was 
too much variability – especially when we moved into digital 
photography. Not only does the Earth spin faster at different 
latitudes, ever increasing resolution capabilities in our image 
sensors began to pick up subtle bits of movement that film 
and slides never saw. Thus, today we use the “400 Rule.” It’s 
fundamentally the same thing, just that we divide our focal 

length into 400 instead of 600. There is another variation of 
this known as the 500 rule with the same concept. However, 
with today’s ISO capabilities, erring on the side of caution by 
dividing into 400 produces the most consistent results. 

The reason that I mention the ISO capabilities of our modern 
cameras is because this is a critical factor in your exposure 
as well. The higher the ISO, the more sensitive to light our 
cameras are and thus the faster / shorter our shutter speeds 
need to be. More on this in a moment. 

Going back to our 400 Rule, let’s say we are working with a 
24mm lens. This means that we will divide 400 by 24.

400 ÷ 24 = 16.6

This means that 16.6 seconds is the fastest shutter speed you 
can get away with before trailing your stars. The problem 
though is that you do not have a shutter speed of 16.6 
seconds. You have 15 seconds and you have 18 or 20 seconds 

Formulas such as the 600 or 
500 rule are dead. In todays 
world of high resolution digital 
photography, don’t waste your 
time with these. Only use the 
400 rule!



depending on your camera. 

Now, given that we know the Earth turns at different speeds 
depending upon latitude, we also need to keep in mind which 
direction into the night sky we are shooting. Aimed toward 
the north, the closer we move our gaze toward Polaris (the 
North Star) the smaller the amount of movement perceived 
by us in the night sky. Likewise, when in the Northern 
Hemisphere, the closer our gaze gets toward the direction of 
the equator, the greater the perceived movement in the stars. 

If you have ever made or seen star trails in a photograph, 
then you know exactly what I mean here. A long exposure 
produces significantly greater star trailing in stars the further 
away from the poles that they are. 

So what does all of this mean to us? It means that there are a 
lot of variables out there when it comes to finding the right 
exposure and thus, airing on the side of caution will always 
provide the most consistent results. Scrap the 600 Rule. Ignore 
the 500 Rule. Use the new standard of dividing focal length 
into 400 and round DOWN. 16.6 seconds for a 24mm lens 
should be rounded down to 15. 

Now that we know how to determine the proper shutter 
speed, the rest of the exposure equation is quite simple. In 
the dark, we are always starved for light. Don’t take this too 
literally. It just means that we want to do everything we can 
to get more light into our cameras. This means that when it 
comes to aperture, we need to be shooting at the FASTEST 
f/stop or largest aperture our lens has. Does your lens go to 
f/4? Shoot at f/4. Does it go down to f/2.8? Shoot at f/2.8. The 
faster the better here. 

Given that a nightscape is still a landscape photograph, 
shooting with wide open apertures and shallow depths of field 
can seem seriously counter intuitive. If this is your impression, 
I agree with you. It is counter intuitive. In landscapes, I want 
depth. But at night, you don’t necessarily get what you want. 
We are pushing the technology beyond what it was designed 
for. You will never get a clean crisp nightscape photograph 
that holds up to the same set of technical standards that 

http://jaredlloydphoto.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/400-rule.jpg


Otherwise boring subjects in the 
daytime can be brought to life at night by 
incorporating the Milky Way and a star filled 
sky. The Pea Island Life Saving Station in one 
such subject. Historically important as being 
the only all black Life Saving Station crew, 
and preserved by Cape Hatteras National 
Seashore, the surfmen  at this station saved 
the lives of more shipwrecked sailors than 
any other crew in America during the 19th 
century. 

During WWII, German U-Boat Watch Towers 
were built and manned up and down the 
Eastern Seaboard. Along the Outer Banks of 
North Carolina, this stretch of coastline was 
refferred to as Torpedo Alley by both Congress 
and Newspapers. Over 300 merchant ships were 
sunk here by German U-Boat torpedos  - more 
than anywhere else. The old tower standing 
at Wash Woods Coast Guard Base - long 
since decomissioned - is the only one of these 
watch towers that has been preserved in North 
Carolina. Much like the Pea Island Life Saving 
Station above, this is a challenging subject to 
photograph during the day. At night however, 
it serves well to anchor a composition with the 
Milky Way.



we apply to daylight landscape photography – or wildlife 
photography for that matter. It is just not possible. We can 
stack the odds in our favor, of course, by, well, stacking 
different photos with different exposures of focusing, but 
this a lot of time and effort spent in front of the computer to 
manufacture a photograph. There is nothing wrong with this 

in my opinion. Creating a 5 minute long exposure 
of the foreground and then a 15 second long 
exposure of the night sky is a great way to create 
captivating photographs. However, it is also not 
necessary in A LOT of situations. We will talk 
about this in a moment. 

Now that we know to shoot at the widest aperture 
(smallest f/stop) that our lens has, we next need 
to consider the ISO. Traditionally, in digital 
photography, it was suggested to shoot at 30 
seconds with an ISO of 3200. But if we are going 
to be photographing with speeds of say 15 seconds 
in order to not trail our stars, then we must 
increase our ISO accordingly. My suggestion is to 
shoot at ISO 6400. 

I already know that some of you are cringing at 
the idea of cranking up the ISO that high. If you 

are worried about noise, you are right to do so. ISO 6400 is 
definitely going to produce noise. But, so to is shooting at 
3200, seriously underexposing the photograph, and then 
having to add light in Photoshop or Lightroom. Light = 
information in digital photography. Information = quality 
and size and latitude for post processing. It is better to 
capture more light (information) in the camera, than it is 
to underexpose, and destroy a photograph in Photoshop or 
Lightroom. 

Of course, shooting with a WIDER focal length than 24mm 
gives us a bit more latitude with our exposure. Take a 14mm 

This is a 100% crop taken out of 
another photograph from below. 
Notice the slight trailing of the stars 
in this photograph. I shot this at 20 
seconds using a 24mm lens. At this 
focal length, the 400 rule tells me that I 
will begin to trail stars at any exposure 
over 16.6 seconds. 



lens for instance. 400 ÷ 14 = 28.5. So you can shoot a 25 
second exposure for pin pricks of light, but even at 30 seconds 
the movement of the stars would be VERY small in many 
situations. So, if you are able to double your shutter speed (15 
becomes 30), this means that you can half your ISO speed 
(6400 becomes 3200). The catch here though, is that even at 
30 seconds, we are still starved for light. Lack of light is the 
constant that we all face in night photography. Even when 
we find ourselves able to double shutter speeds, we always 
need more light if at all possible. Remember, light equals 
information. So if you want as much information (detail) in 
the gas clouds of the Galactic Center of the Milky Way, you 
know, the really cool and complex and colorful part, then you 
want more light. For this reason, I still recommend shooting 
at 6400 ISO even when you can get away with a 30 second 

long shutter speed. 

If you get nothing else out of this discussion on 
photographing stars, at least remember this: use the 
400 Rule, set your aperture as fast as it will go, and 
shoot at ISO 6400. 

Focusing

Story time. I was at a lighthouse several months 
ago photographing the Milky Way. There were four 
other photographers on location that night (not a 
workshop) as the place had really developed a name 

The Milky Way changes in its orientation 
throughout the year. Durring the Spring, it lays 
out parralel with the horizon, sprawling out like 
an archway, as it rises though the night. In the 
summertime, it starts out as an arch but then 
gradually shifts to vertical throughout the night. 
And in the Autumn, when this photograph 
was created, the Milky Way takes on a vertical 
orientation in the night sky. Knowing what the 
shape of the Milky Way will be allows us to plan 
our shoots accordingly. When photographing 
the Bodie Island Light Station, for instance, you 
can plan to shoot the Galactic Center standing 
tall right next to the lighthouse.



for itself once the national seashore had been designated a 
Dark Sky Park. We had all talked briefly, having “bumped” 
into each other wandering around in the dark. Everyone knew 
everyone else was there photographing the same thing. 

After saying hello and chatting for a couple minutes, I 
wandered off into the dark to set up at a spot I had scouted 
earlier in the day. Everything was perfect. It was autumn and 
the Milky Way was standing vertically. The whole situation 
was timed just right so that I could capture the Galactic 
Center juxtaposed next to the lighthouse. I set up my camera, 
dialed in my exposure, attached my cable release, and 
tripped the shutter. Five seconds into the exposure, the entire 
lighthouse was set aglow from some distant light source and 
ruined the capture. No problem. This sort of thing happens. 
People pull through with their vehicles randomly and 
normally you wait a moment and the problem goes away with 
their car. But this time, the problem didn’t go away. About 
every 20 to 30 seconds the lighthouse glowed an awful neon 
looking blue. It was one of the other photographers hitting the 
lighthouse with a flashlight. 

Now, if you are going to light paint something it’s a good idea 
to go on a night when no other photographers are planning 
to photograph. But, as it turned out, this person was not light 
painting at all. Instead, they were blasting a giant tactical 
flashlight on the lighthouse in order to re-focus every time 
they took a photograph. They were shooting with autofocus 
left on and depending upon their flash light to focus!

Don’t be this person. 

Focusing at night is not difficult. But, you may have to step 
outside of your comfort zone. In photography today, we have 
all become quite dependent upon autofocus. In this edition 
of the Photographer’s Journal there is even an article all 
about auto focus. However, using auto focus is not always 
appropriate. There are many situations in which manually 
focusing is the only way. Night photography is one of those 
situations. Macro is another. DSLR video is one more. 

Understanding how to focus at night is all about 
understanding what your hyperfocal distance is. Don’t let this 
scare you. It’s simpler than it sounds really. The hyperfocal 
distance is just the distance of the closest object that will be in 
focus when your focus is set to infinity at a given aperture. To 
determine this, there is a basic equation that looks something 
like this:

H=(f^2/Nc) +f

Ok. With sentences and equations like that, there are lots 
of reasons to be scared. This is math. But, it’s not math you 
actually have to do. It’s all been calculated out for you by other 
people. Most people tend to have only one or two lenses they 
use for night photography, and all you need to do is remember 
what the hyperfocal distance is for those lenses when the 
aperture is set to wide open. In layman’s terms, knowing your 
hyperfocal distance will tell you how close to your foreground 
element you can be and still get everything in focus at that 
aperture. That’s it. Nothing to it. 



Let’s stick with the example of using a 24mm lens. Since we 
are shooting with a wide-open aperture, our depth of field is 
very shallow. In regard to hyperfocal distance, this means that 
I will have to be much further way to get both my foreground 
and background in focus than if I were shooting at a smaller 
aperture like f/22. So, when using my Nikon 24-70mm lens set 
to 24mm and f/2.8, my hyperfocal distance is about 22 feet. 
This means, I need to be a minimum of 22 feet away from my 
foreground subject (not a problem with a giant lighthouse) 
to create my photograph. If I were to shoot the same thing 
during the day with f/22, I would only need to be 3 feet away. 

Even though my hyperfocal distance at f/2.8 is 22 feet 
however, this does not actually mean that my subject really 
needs to be that far away. You see, depth of field comes into 
play at about halfway to your hyperfocal distance. In other 
words, even though my hyperfocal distance may be 22 feet, 
objects at half this distance will come into focus on through 
infinity. Half of 22 is 11. So, when I focus on infinity with a 
24mm lens at f/2.8, everything from 11 feet through infinity 
will be sharp. 

Don’t let this part confuse you. If you know your hyperfocal 
distance at infinity, you can just half that to get idea of what 
will be inside of your focus. 

Hyperfocal distance is lens dependent. Or really, I should 
say that it’s focal length dependent. This is important to 
remember. What works for 24mm at f/2.8 (22 feet) is not 
going to be the same as 70mm at f/2.8 – which would be a 
whopping 190 feet!

http://jaredlloydphoto.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/HFD.jpg


So, with all of this said, to get my focus at night on the 
lighthouse, all I needed to do is make sure I am in manual 
focus, set my focus ring on the lens to infinity and be at 
least 11 feet (half of 22) away from the lighthouse. Viola! No 
flashlights needed. If this is worrying you, your making it out 
to be too complicated in your head. Learn your hyperfocal 
distance for your maximum aperture and know that anything 
from half that distance to infinity will be sharp. 

Despite all the numbers, and equations, and big words that 
can seem overwhelming, really the only thing that can get a 
bit tricky is that most lenses don’t actually focus at infinity 
when set to infinity. Ugh. So annoying. There is always a bit of 
tweaking that needs to be done to get infinity just right. 

For some folks, its good enough to know that they should 
turn their focusing ring all the way to infinity, and then back it 
off just a touch. But what is a “touch?” This is subjective. And 
one thing I have learned when working with photographers 
in the field, most will suffer a full-blown aneurism if I suggest 
they take a subjective approach to a technical problem! 

So how do we make this not subjective? Well, there are two 
easy solutions. The first is to set up your camera during the 
day and AUTO FOCUS on something a long ways away 
to ensure your at “infinity.” With the focus locked on, take 
a white paint pen or whiteout pen and mark on your lens 
exactly where real infinity is. If you do this, then you can 
quickly set your lens’s focusing ring to your marked infinity 
line and go right to work. Occasionally, especially if you move 

to another spot, you can check your focus ring to make sure 
it is still on its mark. This is the easiest solution and one that 
most hardcore astro-photographers choose.

The second option is to find a star in your viewfinder – 
though it’s a lot easier to do this with a planet because they 
are bigger. Once you have it centered in your viewfinder, turn 
on Live View. With Live View on, your now seeing what the 
sensor sees on the back of your camera. From here, you can 
zoom in all the way on the star in Live View. It should go 
without saying that you need to be locked down on a tripod 
for this to work. Once zoomed in, you can now twist your 
focusing ring on the lens back and forth until you turn the 
star (or planet) into the smallest pin prick of light possible. 
This is important. In focus = small dot of light. Once set, turn 
off Live View and go to work. If you think you bumped your 
focus ring, you will just have to repeat all of this.  

Once you know the hyperfocal distance for your given lens 
and aperture, and how to set your lens to infinity, everything 
pretty much falls into place. No flashlights. No guess work. 
Your focus will always be spot on. 

At first glance the technical aspects of night photography may 
seem a bit intimidating. Rules, mathematical equations, big 
words with multiple syllables. And then, you get to go out and 
try to do it all in the middle of the night. However, once you 
wrap your mind around the fact that all you are really trying 
to do is set your exposure and your focus, things aren’t as bad 
as they seem. 



Included with this article are a set of tables that you can 
download and save to your phone. The first is a table listing 
out various shutter speed and focal length correlations based 
upon the 400 Rule. Use this as a quick reference when your 
in the field. Likewise, the second table you will find is one 
regarding hyperfocal distances and depth of field. No reason 
to do the math yourself. I have everything spelled out for 
your most common focal lengths and apertures used in night 
photography. Simplifying things down to only what you need 
to know, will keep your brain uncluttered so you can focus 
on the really important stuff out there – like composition, the 
position of the Milky Way, not tripping over something in the 
dark, and where you sat your coffee mug down. 

Night photography opens up an entire new world of 
opportunities to the creative mind. Iconic landscapes that 
have been photographed to the point of being cliché, find 
new life and interest once the sun goes down. Subjects that 
may hold little interest during the day, can suddenly become 
dramatic compositional elements when juxtaposed with an 
unfurling Milky Way and the vastness of the universe. 

As photographers, as artists, we must force ourselves outside 
of routines and comfort zones. A wildlife photographer 
should never just photograph wildlife. Each new genre of 
photography that we dabble with inevitably teaches us new 
ways of seeing and thinking about our craft. Experimentation 
breeds new levels of creativity. And the more well rounded 
our skill sets become, the better photographers we become as 
a result. 

To download the two charts that I provided with this 
article, simply click on them. They are both hyperlinked 
back to .jpg files on my website. 



Travel Savvy 



Sometimes my office is a bit non-traditional. Sometimes four-
wheel drive and mud and rocks and a high mountain lake is 
involved. Sometimes it’s in the middle of a busy coffee shop. 
Other times it looks like a bed in a hotel room. 

Photography is so much more than just making visual art. 
It’s more than technique. More than cameras and lenses and 
tripods. Photography, at least nature photography, is about 
experiencing the world. It’s about adventure and stories and 
exploration. Sometimes campfires make it into the equation, 
and bottles of Jameson or cans of Guinness appear. Sometimes 
its living out of hotels, or the back of your vehicle. Planes, 
trains, and automobiles. I love this stuff: the travel and the 
adventure of it all. 

As travel and photography go hand in hand, I have always 
found it ironic that the traveling part of the equation is rarely 
talked about. Tips and advice on travel elude all photography 
publications and associated gear reviews never make it into 
the discussion. I want to change this. And I am going to do so 
starting with a gear review of a piece of equipment I picked up 
this past winter that I can’t believe I have got along without for 
so long – a pilot’s bag. 

Photographers can be a bit fussy about their bags, and most 
have a closet full of different types. People who talk about 
women having a lot of shoes have obviously never met a 
nature photographer. Bags accumulate over the years, as it 
seems like all camera bags are a compromise in some way. I 
don’t know why its so hard to get rid of them. Maybe it’s the 
nostalgia, the memories of that one time in that one place 
when the brown bear did that one thing. Or, more likely, we 
tell ourselves that they still have purpose. One bag for macro 
gear. Another for landscape stuff. Yet another for wildlife. 
Duffle bags and suitcases and computer bags are no different. 

With all the travel that I do, I have been on the hunt for 
something multifunctional and utilitarian and not a dedicated 
camera bag. I wanted a bag that could function as a mobile 
office for me, holding my computer and chords and Wacom 
tablet. It needed to handle a couple of books, a Nat Geo or 
two, and keep my travel documents and passport separate, 
accessible, and safe. I also wanted something that I could 
throw a couple changes of clothes in to as well, since I hate 
lugging three bags in and out of hotels for a night. Maybe I 
would stick a camera body and small lens in it from time to 
time. I wanted pockets. I wanted space. I wanted durability. 
And I wanted it to look good as well – since I would be 
dragging it around the world on workshops, to meetings with 
art buyers and editors, and in and out of every coffee shop 
from the Kenai to Key West. 

This winter, I discovered a little company out of Mathews, 
North Carolina that read my mind. They call themselves 

The only time I like doing product shots is when 
many miles of dirt roads are involved with getting 
me to where I plan to shoot. I often find myself 
sitting here at the edge of Hilite Lake in the Gallatin 
Mountains outside of Bozeman, Montana when I am 
home. The view is a heck of a lot better than the one 
at my desk. Since I was writing a review on this pilot 
bag, talking about how my office often take the form 
of such settings as this, I figured that showcasing 
it in one of my favorite locations to write would be 
fitting. 



Buffalo Jackson. And in their line up of leather goods, I 
found the Everett Pilot Bag. Named after Everett Ruess, the 
legendary explorer of the American West, this pilot bag was 
everything I had been looking for. Its all leather and brass and 
canvas. This means the bag is tough as nails and was built to 
hold up to serious abuse and lots of wear. In other words, it 
should survive my lifestyle.

When the bag arrived on my door step, I was in the process 
of packing for a trip to the lowland rainforests of Honduras. 
My first impression was that this thing was cavernous. In my 
mind it would be smaller. In my mind I needed something 
smaller. I knew the dimensions beforehand of course, and it 
all seemed fine on paper, but now, sitting before me on my 
desk, I wasn’t so sure. It met carry on requirements for both 
US domestic flights and international. It was appropriately 
sized for carrying over the shoulder like a messenger or laptop 
bag. But man, it still seemed massive.  

I decided to give it a go on my Honduras trip, and could not 
have been happier. When I travel on planes, I always pack 
an extra set of clothes or two in a carry on bag just in case 
luggage is delayed or lost. So, the extra room in the pilot bag 
was immediately appreciated when I began packing. Laptop, 
Surface Dial, Wacom Tablet, two LaCie Rugged hard drives, 
passport, guide books, cables and chords galore. The Everett 
just swallowed everything I threw at it. 

When traveling by air, I usually stick all of my camera gear in 
Pelican Cases and check it. It’s so much less hassle this way. Its 
standard protocol for any expedition, for any extended travel, 



for any video production. 
When photographers need 
more than a camera body 
and a few lenses, this is how 
it’s done. I have never had 
a Pelican Case get lost or 
delayed – even when flying 

local airlines in Third World countries. But, just in case, I 
always try to pack a camera body and lens in my carry on 
luggage. Given the primary focus of this trip would be reptiles 
and amphibians, I slipped a Nikon D5 and Sigma 150 macro 
into the pilot bag as well, along with some associated flash 
equipment I couldn’t live without down there – leaving the 
Pelicans to carry everything else. 

Consider this for a moment. In one bag, I had my mobile 
office, two changes of clothes, rain jacket, a couple of field 
guides, a full size D5 body, 150mm lens, a soft box, a sb700 
flash and assocciated brackets, two notebooks, and room for 
a bottle of rum I planned to bring back to the States with me 
when I returned home. Holy cow! 

Since getting this bag, I have lugged it to Honduras, dragged 
it in and out of God knows how many hotel rooms, used it 
while camping out of my truck, hauled it out on a boat every 
day for a month straight and have even toted it out into the 
Atlantic Ocean a few times – though, I did stuff it inside of a 
big drybag when not in use on the boat. That’s all in the last 
4 months. And because the whole thing is made with high 
quality leather, let it suffice to say that all of this means it’s 
starting to get broken in. 

Each trip is a different ensemble of gear I stuff into this bag. 
The exterior pockets hold binoculars and hard drives and 
notebooks. A zippered pocket on the outside is perfect for my 
tablet and a couple magazines, pens, and some basic first aid 
stuff. This is the point behind a Pilot’s Bag. It’s designed hold 
a lot of stuff, but to be small enough to toss in an open seat 
of a little Cessna or Piper Cub. It’s designed to be tough, to 
hold survival gear, clothes, maps, and an assortment of other 
accessories while still being compact enough to sling over 
your shoulder and walk into the coffee shop. It’s not a laptop 
bag, even though it has a dedicated sleeve for a 15inch laptop. 
It’s not a briefcase even though it is robust enough to keep 
files safe and stuff organized. It’s not an overnight bag even 

A quick iPhone shot of all the stuff that went 
into my bag for the Honduras trip. And this 
didn’t even fill it up. I still had room for a 
duty free bottle of rum I picked up at the 
airport, and a couple pounds of coffee. Can 
your laptop bag do this?



though there is room for everything you need on an overnight 
trip. It’s not a camera bag, but it will hold all the above plus 
some camera gear. A true pilot’s bag, in the traditional sense, 
not the commercial airline roller, is the Swiss Army Knife of 
bags. Part field bag, part mobile office, part overnighter, part 
camera bag, 100% designed to do a little of everything and 
still look classy.

There are several different companies making these things. I 
looked long and hard at Saddleback for instance. However, in 
the end it was the ones from Buffalo Jackson that fit the bill on 
build quality, size, looks, and price. I highly recommend you 
check these guys out. 

I included one of Buffalo Jackson’s ad photos i found online. 
Naturally, they used a bag that was well worn for their photo. 
Lots of oily fingers have been on this one, giving character to 
the aged leather. Mine is a bit newer looking and therefore 
lighter in color as you can see in the opening photo. Really, 
what it all means is that there is variation, even brand new, in 
the color of these bags due to the handcrafted nature of the 
tanning process. With use, it gets richer and darker in color. 
This bag is a bit like an acoustic guitar in this sense - the more 
you use it, the darker it becomes and the more “yours” the 
look is.

Buffalo Jackson has pilot bags in a number of different 
“collections.” When it comes to the Everett collection, these 
bags come in two sizes. I bought the large, which is 17” long 
x 12” high x 6” deep. If the outside pockets are taken into 
consideration however, the bag is really 21” inches long. 

For the record, I have no affiliation with Buffalo Jackson. They 
do not sponsor me, nor was I paid for this write up. They don’t 
even know I am writing this. 





In the last edition of the Photographer’s Journal, we ran the 
first part of our series on Mastering your Autofocus system. In 
part 1, the focus was on simply understanding the various AF 
settings in your camera. We discussed the difference between 
cross type and vertical type AF sensors. Phase detection vs 
Contrast Detection AF. In other words, it was all technical. 
All the stuff most people would probably classify as absolutely 
boring. 

This installment of Mastering your Auto Focus System will be 
different. This is the real world stuff; how it all applies in the 
field. In part 2, we cover case studies and discuss exactly what 
AF strategy I chose to use in order to accomplish my goals. Of 
course, all of this is a lot like Photoshop in the sense that there 
are multiple ways of accomplishing any one thing. But with 
auto focus, it’s a bit more philosophical in approach. 

As photographers, we make conscious decisions as to how 
complex or how simple we want to make things in the field. 
Some folks are ultra-techy in their approach to the craft. They 
want the latest and greatest technological options at their 
fingertips, and they are determined to use all of it. Custom 
functions are dialed in and programed for various situations. 
Rules are set. And everything is tweaked according the 
situation. They love the technology. The mechanical wizardry 
of the system. The cutting edge of the latest sensors. This isn’t 
me. 

I am an artist first and foremost. My interest is not technical 
perfection. My interest is creating captivating images of the 
natural world. Images that tell stories and capture people’s 

imaginations. This doesn’t mean that every photograph I 
create is a great work of art - the ones that I have chosen 
to illustrate my auto focus strategies below, for instance, 
were picked for their ability to communicate the technical 
considerations that goes into this stuff as opposed to their 
artistic merit. But art and vision and ultimately an attempt at 
capturing the mystery and magic of the natural world is what 
I am always searching for, always aiming towards, and largely 
dictates how I approach the technical side of photography. 

I prefer simplification. My personal focus is on light, 
composition, mood, and gesture. I am not interested in 
dialing in a different setting for my Blocked Shot Response 
with every situation. For a lot of the Auto Focus system, I am 
looking for a way to dial in basic settings that work in most 
situations for me, and adjust what really needs to be adjusted 
to accomplish my goals as necessary. This is my disclaimer to 
you. My artistic declaration. And maybe, a fair warning. 

Let’s begin. . .

Sandwich Terns (bow chicka wow wow) 
Single Point and Single Shot

Photographing shorebirds, those little balls of kenetic energy, 
that are just standing around on the beach can be a bit blasé if 
you ask me. Sand, bird, water. Boring. It doesn’t do anything 
for me. By its very nature, its all too documentary for my 



tastes. But this doesn’t mean that I 
turn my nose up at photographing 
shorebirds. By no means. Instead, 
it means that I am always hunting 
for ways to make photographs of 
shorebirds more captivating. 

One way of doing this is to get own 
and dirty. I don’t mean getting down 
on my knees. I don’t mean setting 
my tripod down as low as it will go 
to the ground. I am talking lens on 
ground with me sprawled out on 
my stomach and getting sand on my 
face. It’s not the most respectable of 
positions to be in. 

Certain bird photographers from 
sunny Florida will rain on your 
parade by saying you are doing it 
all wrong by getting this low. Dont 
listen to them. Expiriment for yourself. Test the waters if you 
will. Just because their vision is one of sterility and defined 
“rules” does not mean yours should be as well. Thumb your 
nose at such attempts to breed conformity, and always be 
suspicous of anyone touting a right or wrong way of doing 
something.

Finding myself face down in the sand does a number of things 
for my photographs. Cheif among them is that it puts me 
at eye level with my subject. This is the default position of a 

wildlife photographer. This is ALWAYS my “go to” perspective 
to start with when photographing animales. You can always 
chose to adjust your perspective from there of course by 
getting higher, or even lower, based upon compositional 
considerations. But I start here: down low, eye to eye - no 
matter how low or how uncomfortable or how inglorious of a 
position this may be. 

The second thing this does for me is it helps divide up the 
composition into three separate dimensions – foreground, 
middle ground, and background. Landscape photographers 



obsess over this stuff. Wildlife photography is really no 
different. I am always searching for ways to breathe depth 
and dimension into my photographs. I want to create the 
illusion of three dimensions on the two dimensional plane of 
a photograph, and composing in such a way as to bring these 
three plains together is a simple way to do just that.

The third thing that getting so low does for me is that 
it creates a situation in which I am literally shooting 
THROUGH the sand - here is the subjective touch for me. 
The sand is the foreground element of course. Shooting 
through it, blurring it out in front of my lens, creates an 
ethereal feel to the image. It softens things. It makes you pause 
to consider the situation. It adds interest and a unique feel to 
the photograph. It’s ethereal. Ethereal: adjective, of or relating 
to the regions beyond the Earth, lacking material substance, 
suggesting the heavens. Yes please. 

The problem with this, however, is that by trying to literally 
shoot through sand, through any object purposefully 
composed right in front of the lens, I am going to have 
focusing issues. Now, with a 600mm lens, which is what I 
used to create this photograph, there is no way that my lens 
will focus on the sand itself. The minimum focusing distance 
of this lens is about 18 feet. Instead, what will happen is 
my autofocus system will be tripped up by the presence of 
something sitting directly in front of my lens if the area mode 
is large enough to overlap it in the viewfinder. It will attempt 
to focus, never actually achieving this, and will endlessly 
search for something to lock on to. That is, unless I am either 
manually focusing, or using a very small and limited AF-Area 

Mode. 

Personally, I don’t want to manually focus unless it is 
absolutely necessary. Sometimes it is neccesary, as you will see 
soon enough. But it’s not 1967 and so I refuse to shoot like it 
is unless I must. I wasn’t born for another 15 years after that 
anyways. 

Thus, for this situation, I set my AF-Area Mode to Single 
Point and effectively shoot with the equivalent of Single Shot 
as well (different from Single Point). If you remember from 
the first part of this series, Single Point gives us exactly what 
the name implies: one single AF sensor point to focus with. 
Nothing more. Nothing less. And yes, believe it or not, there is 
a “less” if you shoot Canon. 

By limiting everything to a single focusing sensor, I am able 
to control EXACTLY where my camera is going to focus. This 
is critically important for me, especially when I am so close to 
my subject. Depth of field is a function of distance. The closer 
I am to my subject, the more exact I must be when shooting 
small f/stops. 

Pop Quiz: 99% of the time, where should you try to focus? 
If you said the butt, you are wrong. =) Obviously the answer 
here is the eye. 

Using Single Point to focus, I can move my focusing point in 
the viewfinder and place it right on the eye of one of these 
birds. As to which bird I chose to focus on matters greatly 
here because the lower bird, the female, is right on the edge 



of the out of focus sand. So if I were to focus on her, I could 
potentially find myself battling with the sand. Luckily, both 
of these birds were on the SAME PLANE OF FOCUS. This 
means that they are equal in distance from my lens. Thus, I 
can focus on the eye of the male on top and will get both birds 
in focus.

Now, the second part of this AF setting equation was shooting 
in Single Shot Mode. Single Shot (again, different from Single 
Point), means that once my camera acquires focus, it will 
not attempt to adjust or refocus until I actuate whatever 
button I have programed to engage the auto focus. As I 
shoot with the technique called “back-button focusing,” I have 
no need to switch my camera into the Single Shot setting. I 
have disconnected the auto focus from the shutter button. 
This means I can shoot as many photos as my card or buffer 
will let me and never will the camera actually engage or turn 
on the auto focus of my camera. Only if I press the AF-On 
button on the back of my camera will auto focus kick in. Once 
I am convinced that I have acquired focus, I can then let go of 
the button and my focus will sit right where it is until I tap the 
AF-On button again. 

The reason that I would want to do this here, is for two 
reasons. First, the bodies of the birds are not really moving. 
Sure, they are going up and down a bit here, but they are 

staying the same distance from my lens. If I try to continually 
focus on them (Continuous Servo / AI Servo) then the 
camera will always try to make small micro-adjustments 
to the focus. The results could be as much as 50% of my 
images being slightly out of focus. Let me repeat that. If I am 
trying to continuously auto focus on my subject, as much 
as 50% of my photos may be out of focus. It is not always 
as high as 50%. The closer you are to your subject, the less 
variables your camera has to contend. The more defined 
the lines of contrast are where you are attempting focus, the 
easier it is for you camera to lock on focus. However, given 
the design and purpose of Continuous / Servo focusing, the 
micro-adjustments being made will always return a sizeable 
percentage of OOF (out of focus) images. This is a known 
fact. Nikon, Canon, Sony, Olympus, everyone knows this. 
And, everyone details this in their descriptions of how their 
different AF modes function.

These birds arent getting any closer. Nor are they moving 
away. My sandwich terns are completely focused on getting 
their groove on here. They are like flapping rocks. So why 
sacrifice up to 50% of my photos? I want to lock focus once. 
Let it remain there. And capture all of the images in focus. 

The other reason I don’t want to continuously auto focus 
in this situation is because of those flapping wings. Up and 
down, up and down they go – pretty much constantly. If I am 
using continuous focusing, and one of those wings moves 
down in front of my AF sensor for more than a second, which 
birds will hold strange wing positions intermittently when 
copulating, then my camera may try to switch focus onto the 

Check out the first part of this series in the Spring 
edition of the Photographer’s Journal for detailed 
instructions on how to set up your Nikon, Canon, or 
Sony camera for back-button-focusing. 



closer object. No gracias. 

Single Point and Single Shot (via back button focusing) are 
the way to go here for me. They simplify things. They allow 
me to focus exactly where I want to focus, and leave that focus 
locked on no matter what. 

White Faced Capuchin – Going Manual

On a recent trip to Honduras, we found ourselves floating 
down the Cuerro River (Leather River) in search of primates. 
All around us we could hear black howler monkeys roaring 
in the canopy of the rainforest. Individual tribes of these 
monkeys were calling out in to the morning air declaring their 
existence to the world, and defining territorial boundaries in 
the process. 

As we approached one of these groups that were down 
relatively low, and right along the edge of the river, our 
guide who was piloting the boat noticed a small white face 
peering out from the foliage! This was pretty unusual. I have 
seen plenty of white-faced capuchin monkeys, but they are 
normally in large groups themselves. And they are NEVER 
within feet of howler monkeys. 

Looking deep into the dense vegetation that lined the river, I 
was met with two coal black eyes set against a beautiful white 
face. We locked gazes for a moment and I instantly realized 



the potential for this photograph. 

The problem with this situation was basically everything. I 
had but a very narrow gap in the vegetation. This was 600mm 
territory. I was on a boat and handholding. Locking focus 
onto this little face, with the shallow depth of field associated 
with f/4, handholding a 600mm and Nikon D5, in a small 
boat, added a whole lot of potential problems. 

Working through situations like this is all about first 
identifying exactly what the obstacles are that you must 
overcome. That is exactly what I spelled out in the paragraph 
above. Identify the problems, then work through the solutions 
to each one seperately in your mind. 

This was, without a doubt, a job for Manual Focus and NOT 
allowing my AF to engage at all. Or, well, I should say it was 
a job for manual focus, a high ISO, fast shutter speeds, and 
the VR II setting on my lens as a moving boat (pitch and yaw) 
is the precise example that Nikon uses when describing the 
function of this particular setting. 

The reason that I chose to manually focus here instead of 
using Single Point (or if I was shooting with Canon, Spot 
Focusing), was due to the movement of the boat. This wasn’t 
a situation I could fine tune the focusing on. As soon as I 
started to position my focus sensor over the face, the boat 
would move and I would slide off the monkey. This was a very 
narrow window to shoot in. Subtle movements in the boat 
would have me grabbing a hold of the surrounding vegetation.
 

On the other hand, because I was shooting with back-button 
focusing I was able to switch over to focusing manually in 
the blink of an eye. Instead of having to fumble with my lens 
to find the AF / M switch on the side (and then remember to 
turn back on when I was done with this particular subject), 
I was able to simply reach out and rotate my focusing ring – 
making sure I just didn’t hit the AF-On button while working 
this monkey. 

When I manually focus, I like to cheat. But, given that this 
isn’t a competition, is it really cheating? What this means is 
that I like to get my focus as close to my subject as possible 
and as quickly as possible. So, instead of turning and turning 
and turning the focusing ring until things come into view, I 
acquired focus quickly on the massive wall of green around 
the capuchin, and then tweaked things manually. Again, 
this is a HUGE benefit of using the back button focusing 
technique – instant access to continuous, single shot, and 
manual focus in such a way that allows you to use all three as 
needed. 

The look that was happening here was only going to last a very 
brief moment in time. So if this was going to happen at all, 
it was going to have to happen quickly. Hitting focus on the 
wall of vegetation and then making my focus tweaks manually 
allowed me to obtain focus VERY fast. By shooting with back 
button focusing, I was able to both AF and tweak my focus 
manually without adjusting any settings or switches on my 
camera or lens. 

Once the focus was set, it didn’t really matter how the boat 



pitched or yawed. The face of 
the capuchin would always be 
the only thing in focus - unless 
the distance changed. 

Long-tailed Weasel 
– Contrast, Cross 
Type Sensors, and 
Continuous Servo

A couple years ago I was in 
Yellowstone National Park 
during the winter on a snow 
coach. We were traveling back 
from Hayden Valley where 
we had photographed red 
foxes and river otters in the 
snow earlier that day. To say 
that we were all exhausted 
would be something of an 
understatement. We were dog 
tired. It had been a long day, brutaly cold, with deep snow, 
and we had already filled memory cards. Naturally, everyone 
would be on the verge of falling a sleep when suddenly a long-
tailed weasel appeared out of nowhere. 

Long-tailed weasels are often confused with ermine. Both are 
weasels. Both are small. Both live in the Northern Rockies. 
Both turn white in the winter. But, one is bigger than the 

other and this is the big one, the long-tailed weasel. 

You typically find these big little weasels one of two ways. 
Either you see a little black spot darting across the snow 
(their black tipped tail), or you think you see a white napkin 
or small plastic bag blowing across the snow. That’s it. 
Chances are, you have driven right past one of these guys in 
Yellowstone if you have been there in the winter – and you 
had no idea they were there. 



The snow coach slammed on breaks, or well, as much of a 
slam on breaks as it could in the snow, and we all piled out 
to prepare ourselves for what can only be described as the 
wildlife photographer’s Special Olympics. Weasels are fast. 
They are agile. They are small. They explode into any and 
every direction in the blink of an eye and there is simply 
no way that a human, especially one wearing snow boots 
and carrying 20lbs of gear, can actually keep up with them. 
Let’s just say that everyone lost about 10lbs of body fat this 
afternoon, and probably cleared out all arterial plaque in the 
process. 

In the winter months, the long-tailed weasel is hunting 
rodents that are in a state of torpor. Torpor is basically true 
hibernation, not like the stuff that bears do. Body temps drop 
to just a couple degrees above freezing and heart rates slow 
down to 1 beat a minute as animals go into a near frozen 
comatose like state until the warm up again in the Spring. 

To find these rodents, weasels use their powerful sense of 
smell. Once the scent is picked up on, they dive down into the 
snow, entering into the hibernaculum of the sleeping ground 
squirrel, and proceed to eat them while they sleep. If it’s a big 
meal, they will curl up and sleep the day away inside of their 
prey’s home after eating them. If it was small, they explode 
back out of the snow and dart off at seemingly a thousand 
miles an hour in search of another meal. 

The frenetic energy of these little weasels makes them the 
equivalent of a mammalian hummingbird. The boundless 
energy is dumbfounding. Your four year old toddler has 

nothing on these guys. Add to this the fact that they are 
white against white snow, their movements are completely 
erratic and unpredictable as they are prey species themselves, 
and you have one serious problem on your hands trying to 
photograph these guys while they are hunting. 

It’s moments like this when we come to depend upon the 
full power of modern auto focus systems. Birds in flight are 
a piece of cake compared to something like this. We want 
everything working in our favor to help improve the odds 
that we actually come home with at least one or two in focus 
images. 

As I mentioned in the bit about identifying your challenges in 
regards to the white-faced capuchin, here, one of the biggest 
obstacles that I faced was the overall lack of contrast to work 
with. The winter phase long-tailed weasel was white on white 
against the snow. To add insult to injury, the sky had clouded 
over and it was getting late. This means very little light, and 
even less contrast for my auto focus system to lock onto. 

When the going gets tough, in regards to contrast or erratic 
movement, I set my focus using cross-type sensors. You 
will recall from the last issue of the Photographer’s Journal 
that each camera is completely different in terms of where 
cross-type sensors are located, AND not all lenses have the 
capability of working with all of those cross-type sensors 
either. Remember, a cross-type sensor is one that can detect 
contrast in both vertical and horizontal lines - not just 
vertical. Because of this discrepancy, that is to say, because 
different lenses give me access to a different arrangement of 



cross-type sensors, I select 
the focusing sensors that 
I am 100% sure will be 
cross-type: the center. No 
matter the camera, and 
no matter the lens now-
a-days, you can be sure 
that the center column 
of focus points in your 
viewfinder correspond 
with cross-type focusing 
sensors. Have you ever 
heard that your camera 
will focus faster when 
you use the center focus 
points? This is why. Those 
are cross-type sensors, 
meaning that it focuses a 
bit faster because it can 
do so on either vertical or 
horizontal lines. 

By selecting the center 
focus points, I assure that I have the best settings dialed in for 
finding and locking onto what little contrast may be there. 
This is not a go to setting for all situations of course. You don’t 
actually need those cross-type sensors in many, if not most, 
situations. And by depending upon the center focus points, 
you limit what is possible in terms of composition – especially 
when shooting closeup. But when you need that extra help, 
you always know those cross-type sensors in the middle got 

your back. 

Now that I know I am going to be using the center focus 
points in my viewfinder, the next step is to determine which 
AF-Area mode I am going to use. You will recall that the AF-
Area mode is the pattern of auto focus sensors you are using 
to try and acquire focus. When it comes to something as fast 
and erratic as this long-tailed weasel, I use Dynamic-25 points 



on my Nikon D5. 

The Dynamic-25 setting allows me to select one single AF 
sensor that will be my priority focusing point. This is the 
focus point I want to try and keep on the weasel to focus. In 
addition to this single focus sensor though, are an additional 
24 focusing sensors that are linked around it. These all have 
secondary priority and only engage if the focus point in the 
middle of the D-25 pattern loses focus. 

So, let’s say that I acquire focus on the head of my long-tailed 
weasel as he runs through the snow. Suddenly, the weasel 
darts to the left. I try to keep up of course, but since I cannot 
predict these kind of erratic twists and turns, I find myself 
constantly trying to play catch up. Well, when he zigs and 
zags like this, and I lose focus, the additional 24 surrounding 
points now all kick into gear to try and grab focus on the 
weasel. Brilliant! 

I rarely use Dynamic-25, opting for Dynamic-9 in most 
situations with my D5. Dynamic-25 creates a large area of 
potentially active AF sensors with lots of room for error in 
terms of grabbing onto contrasty backgrounds or foregrounds. 
But when the subject is truly this fast and this unpredictable, 
Dynamic-25 it is. 

Now, for you Canon shooters out there, Dynamic-25 would 
be the equivalent of Canon’s 8-point AF expansion. At first it 
may seem like 8 points is a far cry from 25 points. However, 
the devil here is in the details of how many auto focus points 
each camera body has to begin with. On Nikon’s D5, I have 

153 AF points. Not all of these are actually selectable, thank 
God. But those that are not manually selectable are there 
to still assist. Now, compare this to the 61 points of Canon’s 
top-shelf 1DMii. Because Canon has fewer AF points in its 
system, 8-point expansion (which equals 9 total AF points) is 
about the same size as Nikon’s Dynamic-25. The same holds 
true for other Nikon cameras as well actually. Going back one 
generation to the D4 body, Dynamic-9 was the equivalent of 
the new generations Dynamic-25 because there were less AF 
points to work with and therefore it took fewer to cover the 
same amount of landscape in the viewfinder. 

Last but not least is the matter of Continuous Servo / AI 
Servo. Remember, this is a weasel. This sucker is fast. Erratic. 
Nearly impossible to keep up with. And I need all the help 
I can get. In this situation, I want my camera’s auto focus 
to be constantly running, trying to focus, making micro 
adjustments, and helping anyway it can. Sure, 40% or more 
of my photos might be out of focus because of those micro 
adjustments. But I can assure you, I would have 100% out of 
focus if it wasn’t trying to constantly adjust the focus in this 
situation. 

Again, I am back-button focusing. Thus, in order to engage 
the Continuous Servo focusing, all I have to do is simply 
hold down the AF-On button. As long as this button is being 
pressed, my camera is doing everything it can to find focus on 
my subject. 

It should never be your strategy to approach every situation 
like this one. Yes, you have the technology in your camera, 



but all of these options come with drawbacks. Relying only 
on the center focusing points means you limit yourself 
creatively in terms of composition. Using Continuous Servo 
/ AI Servo is guaranteed to create out of focus photos for you 
in all situations because of the constant micro-adjustments 
performed by the camera. And shooting with large AF-Area 
Modes like Dynamic-25 or 8 Point Expansion increases the 
possibility of you grabbing focus on other things than your 
subject. But, in the right situation, such as this extremely fast 
and erratically moving long-tailed weasel in the snow, these 
tools can be brought together to help you come home with in 
focus photos that would not have been possible otherwise. 

Bull Elk – Keeping the AF-Area Mode Small 
and Tight

This past fall, I chased the elk rut from Colorado north to 
halfway across Alberta, Canada. Part of this epic journey was 
born out of frustration with my library of elk photos. It had 
been a couple years since I had created anything new and 
compelling that caught my eye with this species and I wanted 
to change that. A lot of my editorial clients buy elk photos. I 
needed new elk photos. But, the other half of the equation was 
climate change. Quite simply, it was too darn hot and I was 
chasing temperatures that allowed for the rutting behavior to 
take place durring daylight hours.



I started the trip in Rocky Mountain National Park – one of 
my all time favorite locations to photograph big bull elk. This 
was dead. Peak of the elk rut (theoretically) and temps were 
in the 80s. Nothing stirred. I needed highs in the 50s. So, I 
traveled north. I hit up super-secret elk locations in Wyoming. 
Then Jackson Hole. And onto Yellowstone. I spent a couple 
weeks traipsing around these parks, and only when we had an 
early season snowstorm with 8 inches of fresh snow, did the 
elk activity happen. When it warmed up a couple days later, 
the activity shifted into the night when temps were cooler. 
So, north I went. Missouri Breaks, nothing. On to Canada. 
Banff. Ice Fields Parkway. And finally, Jasper National Park. 
Here, nearly 1,500 miles north of where I started out in Rocky 
Mountain National Park, I finally found the rut in full swing!

Of all the GIANT bull elk I found drunk on their own 
testosterone in Jasper, it was a bull deep in the forest that 
proved to be the most impressive. He saw over a harem of 
about 30 cows, and his antler spread was simply amazing. 
Shooting inside of a forest can be challenging though. Bull elk 
in an open meadow? No problem. Anything inside of a forest, 
with trees, and shrubs, and vegetation, and stick, and twigs, 
and chaos, and distraction EVERYWHERE, well, that is a 
different story. Despite all of this, I prefer the forested images. 
I like forests. They do so much for a photograph, creating 
dimension, mood, and just setting the stage for everything. 
Open meadows can be a bit boring. So, when I found this big 
boy sticking to the trees, I knew this was the elk I wanted to 
follow. 

Like all of the other situations detailed here, I went about 

making a mental check list of the problems that needed to 
be overcome. The two big challenges of photographing elk 
in the forest are almost one in the same: cluttered branches 
and those big antlers. The very things that work to make 
compelling photographs here are the biggest obstacles that 
must be dealt with. Both are compositionally challenging. 
And both will grab your auto focus in a heart beat thanks to 
their contrast. 

My elk was steadily on the move. Stopping for moments 
to bugle. Pausing only to take stock of his harem. But then 
moving on, either trying to keep up with the harem, or 
chasing them around to taste the air for pheromones and thus 
their receptiveness to his advances. 

With this steady action, this was not going to be a situation 
for Single Shot or Manual Focus. No. This was a job for 
Continuous Servo / AI Servo focusing. I needed a setting to 
keep up with the action. It wasn’t fast and erratic like a long-
tailed weasel, but it was movement. Back-button focusing 
meant that I needed only to press the AF-On button to keep 
the AF system engaged and focusing on my elk. 

Back to the matter of the branches and antlers though, I 
needed a small and tight AF-Area mode that would give me 
some leeway if I lost focus for a moment with all the running 
about in the woods, but was small enough for me to plant 
squarely on the face of this beast without tripping up and 
hitting the antlers or a branch. 

Enter Dynamic-9 point (or AF 4-point expansion for Canon). 



Small enough to target small places. And yet, it gives you a 
wide enough pattern of AF points to help you reacquire focus 
quickly when lost. This is my go-to AF setting. Pick up my 
camera right now and you will find this AF-Area dialed in and 
ready to go. Different situations call for different settings, but 
this is my starting point with the Nikon D5. 

Dynamic-9 point allowed me to set my focus on the face 
of this bull elk without running the risk of locking focus 
on those expansive antlers. Anything larger, like D-25 (AF 
8-point expansion) and I would run the risk of hitting the 
antlers or branches if the additional AF points engaged. 

As I stated at the begining of this article, my philosophy is one 
of simplification. I want my focusing strategy to be one that is 
as compact and as simple as possible. This gives me some level 
of control over it. And in cluttered forested situations, control 
is everything when it comes to focusing.

Incoming Widgeon – AF Bumping and 
Frame Bursts

It was winter and cold and windy. The water was salt, but that 
didn’t stop it from turning to slush and ice near the banks. 
This particular morning I found myself sitting waist deep in 
this wintery half frozen soup and as happy as could be. Oh 
Cambridge, Maryland, how I love your ducks. 

The sun and wind were both at my back – a perfect setup for 
ducks in flight. You see, birds prefer to both land and take 
off into the wind. With the wind at my back, the ducks were 
coming straight at me, in gorgeous light, with wings flared. An 
ideal situation for sure. 

But as perfect of a setup as this could be for duck 
photography, the problem I faced was the fact that I was 
trying to lock focus on a football sized bird flying at me at 
roughly 50mph, and capture in focus images of them before 
they dumped into the water. Of all the challenges you will 
face, a subject coming straight at you – especially with speed – 
is by far the most difficult scenario for focusing (aside from a 
white on white running weasel). 

In terms of camera settings, I approached this situation much 
like I did with the long-tailed weasel: 

• Continuous Servo / AI Servo
• Cross-type sensors by using the center focusing points
• Dynamic-25 (8-point expansion for Canon)

Some ducks were larger than others. And so I did find myself 
jumping back and forth between Dynamic-25 and Dynamic-9 
because of an issue with focusing on the wings of the duck 
when stretched out in front. Dynamic-9 did, in theory, give 
me more control in terms of where I placed my AF points, but 
by and large Dynamic-25 always gives me the better results 
overall. 

But here is the thing about this situation: it wasn’t the camera 





settings that brought it all together. Instead, it was a focusing 
TECHNIQUE called bumping. Bumping is a standard 
practice in bird in flight photography. But it works in all 
situations where you have a subject that is coming in fast and 
hot, OR straight at you. 

Auto focusing bumping is exactly what the name implies. 
Instead of holding down your AF-On button through the 
action, you bump the AF-On button to acquire focus, track 
your subject for a moment, and then bump it again. The idea 
behind bumping is that you are engaging and disengaging the 
AF in bursts so that you never lose focus by more than a few 
feet. You dont want to wait to acquire focus on your flying 
bird once it is in range to shoot. This is a recipie for failure. So, 
as the bird comes into range, you bump.

Picture it this way:

A bird is flying in. You see it at a distance, its coming to you, 
you even predict its going to make a great photograph, but it’s 
too far out to shoot. You need to go ahead and get to tracking 
your subject though so that way when the bird does come into 
position, you have focus and are ready to shoot. If you were 
to raise your lens up, hold down the AF-On button to lock 
focus and continue holding it, you run the risk of completely 
missing the shot. Why? Because all it takes is one momentary 
lapse in perfect tracking of the bird for you to lose focus. And 
if you are holding down the AF-On button continuously, then 
your camera will begin to search for a subject to lock onto by 
first reaching out to infinity, and then zooming all the way 
back in to minimum focusing distance, AND THEN back 

out to where your subject was. Put the emphasis on the word 
“was” because by the time your AF system gets back to that 
spot, your subject is LONG GONE. 

Now, if you were to bump your auto focus, track, bump, track, 
bump as you wait for them to get into place, if you lost focus 
off the bird for a moment, your only doing so by a couple of 
feet. All you do is then reposition your focus point on the 
subject, and bump again. This allows you to continuously 
track your subject and ensure that you safeguard against 
focusing to infinity and back again. 

Make sense? 

If the bird is not coming directly at you, when it comes into 
range you hold down the AF-On button and start shooting. 
In the situation of this widgeon however, things are a bit 
different. 

To begin with, I was bumping my auto focus as I watched the 
bird coming into view. Bump, wait, bump, wait, bump. This 
allowed me to keep up with the bird. As the bird approached 
shooting range however, instead of just banging down on the 
AF-On button and shooting 14fps, I worked in short, quick, 
bursts. As the bird approached, I would fire off 4 or 5 frames, 
let go of the shutter button AND the AF-On button, and then 
hit them again. By doing this, I was forcing my auto focus to 
readjust its focus with the bird’s new position. Shooting in 
continuous helps the AF to keep up with the bird of course. 
But by releasing the auto focus and then hitting it again, it 
ensures that I lock on at least once more for another burst of 



frames before the duck hits the water. 

Whereas I am bumping my AF-On button as I wait for the 
bird to come into range, with the actual shooting I am holding 
down the AF-On button, but only long enough to pull off 4-5 
frames. Once I have fired my burst. I reacquire focus, and 
fire off another burst while holding down the AF-On button. 
Bumping and bursting. 

Shooting in bursts like this works in all sorts of situations. 
Of course, anything and everything coming straight at you I 
highly recommend that you shoot in short bursts and then 
reacquire focus. But anything moving fast and / or changing 
directions and / or changing distances from you and your 
lens, should be shot in bursts. Assuming your focus system 
will lock on to your subject and keep perfect focus throughout 
all of the action is a recipe for soft photos. Shoot, refocus, 
shoot, refocus, shoot refocus. This is how you ramp up your 
success rate in these situations. 

 

Conclusion

There really isn’t a right or wrong way to utilize your auto 
focus system. There are, however, ways to make your life 
simple, or a whole lot more diffficult. The above case studies 
were all chosen because I felt that when combined together 
here, they covered the breadth of possibilities that you may 
encounter in the field. 

The idea behind using case studies like this was to reveal my 
philosophy or strategies on focusing. Other photographers 
may have other opinions. Maybe you have found that certain 
modes work better for your style of photography than what I 
have described above. That is wonderful! There are so many 
different ways to achieve your goals in photography and what 
is most important is that you find methods and strategies that 
are intuitive to you. If you are nailing your focus in similiar 
situations to those that I described, but with a different 
approach than mine, I highly recommend you stick to that. 
The less you have to actually think about what you are doing, 
the more mental energy you have to put towards what really 
matters in a photograph - which has nothing to do with 
exposure and focusing.

The technical side of photography is just one side of the coin. 
This whole bussiness of writing with light is very much a left 
brain / right brain pursuit - which is why many photographers 
are also musicians (myself included). Getting to the point 
where the technical and technique become second nature to 
you, only places you at the starting line in this game. What 
comes next is your ability to communicate, to create, to bring 
together all of the elments of chaos in the natural world to 
make art. So, regardless of how you “master” the technical 
parts of photography, the only thing that really matters is that 
you do master it - somehow, someway. 
 



Photo Critique



While on a two-week trip in India, Aggie Pagnillo found 
herself in a jeep that was being followed by a tiger. This can 
be a challenging situation to photograph in. Here she was, 
watching one of the most successful predators on the planet, 
but she was confined to a moving jeep. Adding to the situation 
was the fact that she was in a deep valley, with dense tree, 
and practically no light. Given the nature of trying to shoot 
from a moving vehicle like this, there was also no way for her 
to stabilize her camera with a beanbag, and thus the whole 
sequence was handheld.
 
Everything about this scenario is difficult. The thing about 
wildlife photography is that we have absolutely no control 
over our subject. Unlike portraiture work with people, we 
can’t exactly order a tiger to do what we want. For this reason, 
we try to take control of what we can: perspective, lens 
selection, composition, etc. But when bouncing along in the 
back of a jeep looking at a tiger walking towards you, even 
those options are taken away from us.

When you take all of this into consideration, Aggie did a great 
job handling the situation. This photograph is completely 
unprocessed mind you. 

If she had been able to choose where to stand, how high to 
place the camera, AND not be eaten in the process, I would 
have recommended that Aggie have stuck this tiger smack dab 
in the middle of the composition, head on with the tiger, and 
gotten down low. Does that scare you just a bit? It might scare 
Aggie given that she would be facing off with a tiger. But what 
I really mean, is does it scare you to create a composition like 

that? You have been told since day one never to stick a subject 
in the middle of the frame right? 

Off centering, using the rule of thirds, the golden mean, the 
golden ratio, or any other compositional equation is never to 
be seen as something you must to do. These are not so much 
rules, as they are guidelines. Let’s call them proven techniques 
that work in a lot of situations time and time again. This is 
visual art. There are no rules. 

Placing a subject like a tiger walking straight towards you 
in the middle of the composition would have done two 
important things for us: 

1. It would have created a strong degree of symmetry – 
despite the asymmetrical background. 
2. It would have given the tiger more power over the 
viewer. 

There is something arresting about symmetry. Researchers 
have proven over and over that the more symmetrical a 
person’s face, the more attractive they are to the opposite sex. 
Maybe this plays into visual art, maybe not. So much of this 
stuff is happening on a subconscious level, tapping into neural 
pathways laid down over millions of years’ worth of evolution. 

Speaking of evolution though, you are absolutely hardwired to 
pay close attention when a large predator is walking straight 
toward you. There is no way around this. You are programed 
to take notice and release adrenaline. Why? For about 99.9% 
of our existence on this planet, this is what we saw right 



before being eaten. But really, the same goes with any large 
animal. Elephants, horses, bears, bison, it doesn’t matter. If 
they are walking toward you, it could be really bad. And thus, 
it grabs your attention. 

As artists, we want our viewers to take notice. We want to 
create visually arresting photographs. We try to capture 
moments that tap into subconscious some way. Thus, sticking 
a subject smack in the middle of our composition when 
looking or walking striaght at you can be very powerful. 

With this said though, the animal really does need to be 
coming straight at you for this to work. If a tiger or bear or 
bison was facing off to the left or right, then it doesn’t work 
and the whole thing looks accidental and sloppy. But if they 
are directly in line with you, and even better, appear to be 
looking at you, then your viewers heart rate will literally 
quicken ever so slightly at the mere site of it. 

Going back to the photo at hand though, because Aggie was 
unable to position her self in such a way so as to center the 
tiger, a slightly different composition would have been better 
here. 

As you can see, the tiger is angled slighty to the left. It is 
slight, but the direction is unmistakable. There are very few 
situations when it works to place a subject on the side of the 
composition that he / she is looking towards. In general, its 
better to give both the subject and the viewers eye the ability 
to move across the landscape and composition. 

When a subject is facing / moving in a particular direction 
(other than directly towards you) all of that area on the other 
side of them is, for the most part, conceivably negative space. 
Negative space is a wonderful artistic tool at our disposal in 
compositions. But, that negative space needs to work with 
the visual flow of the composition to begin with. So, in this 
regards, all that room on the right hand side of the tiger is 
dead air. Its unimportant to the story or to the feeling of the 
image. And its for this reason that we find ourselves visually 
“stuck” on the left half of the composition. 

We never want our viewers to be “stuck” on one side or the 
other of our composition. Usually, the only time this works 
is with a perfectly symmetrical subject in the middle of the 
composition (as mentioned above). And even then, this is the 
middle, not the left or right side. This is not to say that placing 
a subject on the same side of the composition that they are 
moving or looking can’t work. Such compositions are used 
quite effectively when meant to convey speed for instance – 
think: running cheetah shot with a panning blur. But in this 
photograph of a walking tiger, it does not work. 

Everything inside of your frame is important. Every stick 
and every rock should be considered. Lines and shapes and 
shadows and highlights should all be thought out. We place 
our subject in one spot in order to juxtapose it with particular 
compositional elements, with this particular amount of 
negative space, to show these particular lines, and so this 
particular pattern is revealed. 

Naturally, I like the distance of the background on the right 



hand side of the composition as opposed to the dusty hill side 
on the left. This distance creates separation and could be used 
to really make a subject stand out. But to effectively work with 
that distance would have required being able to move to the 
left and recompose – which Aggie could not do here. Thus, 
all of this negative space detracts from the image for all the 
reasons mentioned above. 

Does this mean the photograph should be trashed? By no 
means. Aggie will need to give it what I call a compositional 
crop. That is to say, she will need to create a better 
composition in Photoshop or Lightroom by using the crop 
tool. So all of this is “fixable” in post-processing. But it could 
have been done in camera and thus rendered a larger file in 
the end.

Getting away from the composition here, let’s examine the 
pose of the tiger. This is a beautiful movement. Very cat 
like. Very elegant. The slight backwards curl of the paw is 
absolutely fantastic. This was a decisive moment masterfully 
captured. 

Movement can be everything in a photo at times. The grace 
of predators is something that always amazes me. When we 
watch these animals move, we can see there is a supreme 
level of confidence, control, and precision engineering that 
has taken eons to create. And when it comes to both cats 
and bears, both species that work with their hands, we do 
our subjects great service by placing emphasis on their paw 
positions. 

Given that Aggie did not 
process the photograph 
before sending it over, there 
is not a lot I can say about 
PS or LR work here. When 
I look at this photograph it’s 
immediately obvious that 
it needs some color and a 
touch of contrast of course – as all raw files do. Other than 
that, the compositional crop would be the only real suggestion 
I have to offer at this point in the game. 

Well done Aggie! 

This is my suggested crop for the photograph. 
Note how much stronger the composition 
becomes at this point. Everything looks 
purposeful. Nothing is accidental. We can 
experience the full power of the tiger this way, 
by eliminating the distracting negative space 
that was on the right side of the photo.  



Are you interested in an in-depth critique of 
your images? What if I told you it would be 
free? 

Starting with the summer edition of the Pho-
tographer’s Journals, we will begin featuring 
images by our readers accompanied by a de-
tail discussion of exactly why the photograph 
works and suggestions on how to improve 
the image. Th is is your chance to have images 
reviewed in depth to help your progress as a 
photographer. 

Send photos to jared@jaredlloydphoto.com 
with the subject: Photographer’s Journal Cri-
tique. 

Resize all images to 2000px on the long side 
and save as a .jpg. 

Reader’s Image Critiques!



Did you know that you can tell a lot by the color of 
an owl’s eyes? Eye color in owls largely depends upon 
the time of day they hunt. Yellow eyes, such as those 
of the great grey owl, are found in species that are 
primarily diurnal (daylight hunters). Orange eyes are 
found in species such as the great horned owl (though 
there is some variation in this particular species) 
that restrict their hunting to dawn and dusk or the 
edge of light - what is known as a crepuscular species. 
And dark brown or black eyes are species that are 
nocturnal such as spotted and barred owls. Though 
the dark color eyes do not help them see better in 
the dark, researchers believe that it helps to further 
camoflauge them from prey.

That’s all folks!


