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You don't make a photograph just with a camera. 
You bring to the act of photography all the pictures 
you have seen, the books you have read, the music 
you have heard, the people you have loved. 
- Ansel Adams

Amateurs worry about equipment, professionals 
worry about money, masters worry about light
- Vernon Trent
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Light is the essence of photography. Without it we have nothing.  
  Such a statement is meant both literally and figuratively of course. 

But without light, we have dark and thus black frames. More to the 
point of this book though, without good light, without quality light, 
without the right light, we have only snapshots and tourist photos. 
We have cliché images. We have photographs that inevitably find 
their way into the trash.

When it comes to light, there is an overarching truth that must be 
learned, understood, and followed. This one very simple concept of-
ten times separates the pros from the armatures. Understand this 
simple fact, and you will go far. It’s the most simple of all concepts 
in photography. Maybe this is the problem though. It’s SO simple, 
how could it be that important?

Are you ready for it? 

Drum roll. . . . 

Bad light still sucks even if you have a great subject. 

I know. Not exactly a mental grenade rolled across the floor in your 
direction with that one. 

I’m sure you are probably thinking, “wow, what a waste. . .” 

But there is more than meets the eye here with this statement. 

Let’s face it, the greatest subject in the world, when photographed in 
bad light is nothing more than a bad photograph. On the flipside of 
this however, a bad subject in great light is a great photograph. 

But here is the catch: what defines great light often changes with 
the subject. 

Huh? 

This is why I wrote a book on light.

I am going to make an assumption here that everyone reading this 
book has probably heard of the term “golden hour.” This is what 
mostphotographers  would define as good light. The golden hour is 
almost universally accepted as being great light because it really is 
that good. 

By reducing the intensity of highlights and shadows, while replacing 
the overpowering blue light that dominates throughout the day with 
soft warm colors, the “golden hour” has long been the "gold standard" 
for outdoor photographers. 

However, it’s not great for all situations. 

And just because you have that low golden sexy light to work with, it 
does not mean that the ANGLE in which it comes across your subject 
is ideal for the given situation or species you are photographing. 

Yes, you did read this last part correctly . . . different angles of light for 
different species. 

I firmly believe that more often than not, these more esoteric themes 
in wildlife photography are ignored or forgotten while in the field, 
simply because of how easy it is to get caught up in the moment. A 
grizzly bear standing atop a carcass guarding it from an approach-
ing pack of wolves, an immense flock of northern gannets plummet-
ing into the ocean by the thousands from one hundred and fifty feet 
in the air. . . if you have a heart beating in your chest, these are pro-
found moments that will overwhelm your senses. These are the sit-
uations where it becomes easy to let the excitement of the moment 
overwhelm and you find yourself fireing away with little regard to the 
quality and direction of the light. We have all been there.

Of course, we all have those images that sit in our portfolio of top 
tier photographs that were little more than grab shots. Sometimes 
action is happening so fast, so unexpectedly, that you simply cannot 
plan for it. But as the saying goes, chance favors the prepared mind. 
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As photographers, as artists, it is our goal to intimately learn the 
quality, the pros, and the cons, of each and every type of light that 
we may encounter or create in the wild (by create, I am referring to 
the use of flash). It is only once you truly understand and have mas-
tered the different types of light that you will find yourself in a whole 
new realm of wildlife photography.

Why? Because only by understanding all forms of light intimately, 
will working with it in the field become intuitive. And it is only once 
something as intangible as the quality of light becomes instantly 
recognizable, that the possibilities of the situation will begin to re-
veal themselves. Only then will your wildlife photography cease to 
be reactionary, and instead become a calculated artistic decision 
based upon a variety of unique options. 

It is at this point that you begin to transcend the realm of documen-
tary photography, and find yourself creating art. 

Understanding this stuff really is that important. As rudimentary as 
a discussion on light may seem, chances are if you feel as though 
you have reached a plateau with your photography, this subject is 
most likely what is holding you back. 

With an intimate knowledge of how to exploit light to your benefit, 
you will become limited only by the depths of your own creativity. 

As photographic artists, we are given only a small number of creative 
variables to work with: lens selection, depth of field, composition, 
and light. Given that the first three variables in this list are actually 
something that we can control, all too often these become the only 
ones that we concentrate on – giving only an obligatory nod to light. 

Yet as we have already established, light is the essence of photogra-
phy. This means that the most important facet of the photographic 
equation is given little to no attention (especially in wildlife photog-
raphy) when in reality, it is the most important. 

This appears to be a distinct problem of the digital photography age. 

The genius of digital technology is that we have been given signifi-
cant control in terms of histograms, instantaneous feedback on the 
LCD, and the extraordinary power of Photoshop and Lightroom. For 
this reason, all the emphasis is now placed on technical perfection 
simply because we can. 

Moving into the digital age, we have become surgically precise with 
our technique but have lost the artistry. 

For this reason digital photography has ushered in an age of images 
without soul. Photographs cease to tell stories about our subjects 
and instead tell stories about the superiority of our equipment and 
post-processing skills.   

This is why light is so important. Light is the one aspect of photogra-
phy that the technology of our cameras cannot conquer. It’s the last 
frontier. 

Make no mistake that as cameras continue to advance, so too does 
the dynamic range of light that our cameras are capable of recording 
detail in. However, all this does is simplify an exposure in ways not 
possible before. Dynamic range does not teach you how to create ex-
plosive detail in mammals or how to maximize saturation and mini-
mize reflectivity of birds feathers – only an understanding of light will 
do this for you. 

Truth be told, your camera’s ability to help you work with creative 
lighting situations has not really changed since the 1970s, except 
for the invention of the histogram – and all that does is allow you to 
judge the accuracy of your exposure. What it does not do, is allow 
you to think and see and photograph in new and creative ways. 

Our cameras today have more processing power than all of the tech-
nology at the finger-tips of NASA when they sent the first man to the 
moon (true story). Yet for all the technological breakthroughs, for 
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all of the mind bending possibilities in terms of autofocus, low light 
capabilities, and resolution - the light is still the light. 

Thus, if you want to be a photographer, even one with $100,000 of 
the latest and greatest equipment, you must learn light backwards 
and forwards. You must become intimately familiar with the most 
subtle of nuances found in working with each and every type of 
light imaginable. 

This is a lifelong quest. 

Sound daunting? Sound like an exaggeration? I don’t think so. Fifty 
years from now I will still be a student of light. 

FOR STARTERS

We have to start somewhere, so we might as well get the list of “light” 
on the table.

When you really start to think about light, that is to say: its quality, 
direction, hue, etc. . . there may be a seemingly infinite number of 
“types” that we can come up with. For the sake of  this book howev-
er, I am going to identify 4 primary types of light. 

Some types such as frontal lighting and backlighting are the literal 
polar opposites of each other and are pretty straight forward. When 
we begin speaking of side lighting however, things can get to be a 
little more complicated. 

Not all types of light that we encounter are so easily defined. Chiar-
oscuro is one of these and I have opted to include it under side light-
ing since this is typically how we find this type of lighting scenario 
- though not always. 

These four types of light are what I consider to be the most import-
ant for wildlife photography. If this was a book on lighting for land-
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scape photography, the list would probably look slightly different. 
However, for those of us who pursue the challenge of finding and 
photographing wild animals in the natural world, this is the list that 
matters, the types of light that dramatically change the look, feel, 
and artistry of a photograph. Which, of course, is the heart of why I 
am writing this book to begin with – to help you understand how to 
take your photography to the next level with light. 

So let’s just get down to business here shall we, and start by simply 
identifying these four different types of light that are so crucial for 
wildlife photography.  

1. Frontal lighting.

2. Directional / side lighting.

3. Backlighting

4. Overcast lighting

Each of these different types of light have a purpose. Each one comes 
with its strengths and its weaknesses. Some are good for certain 
situations. Others are better for certain types of species and not so 
much for others. Light and the way that we use and control it is far 
more complex than most ever realize.

Let’s go!
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FRONTAL
LIGHTING
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You know this light. Everyone knows this light. It’s the old over your 
shoulder, point your shadow at your subject, Kodak film package 

approved, sort of light. 

Hands down, this is by far the most common type of light, right or 
wrong, that both landscape and wildlife photographers photograph 
in. It’s easy light to work with. It’s even, it fills in shadows, it simplifies 
exposure, and it helps boost saturation of colors. Frontal lighting is 
the go to type of light used the world over. When someone first begins 
to even think about what direction the light is coming from and where 
they should stand in relationship to it, THIS is the light that they use.  

The strength of frontal lighting comes from its ability to reduce con-
trast. Contrast is the dance between light and shadows that can trip 
up the metering system in your camera and give your varying expo-
sures and therefore varying results if you do not know how to handle 
it. 

When photographing with the more modern tools available in your 
camera such as 3D matrix metering (Nikon) and Evaluative meter-
ing (Canon), for instance, your camera attempts to balance the high-
lights and shadows of a scene which can very quickly create prob-
lems with both over and underexposing depending upon the ratio of 
highlights to shadows or dark to light tones.

Frontal lighting simplifies all of this.  

Of course wherever there is light, there is also dark (shadows). It’s 
just that when utilizing frontal lighting, those shadows are cast in a 
direction that cannot be seen, for the most part, from the angle of 
the camera. Instead, all you see is the illuminated side of an object 
and nothing more. This creates even lighting and relatively easy ex-
posures. 

There is only one problem though. 

Frontal lighting also happens to be one of the most boring ways to 

illuminate your subject. For all of the reasons listed above that make 
this light so user friendly, those very same reasons can also make 
this lighting scenario flat and lack luster. 

By eliminating contrast, we also eliminate the very thing that allows 
us to create depth, volume, texture, life, and mood. 

The idea that contrast is the enemy, and something to battle with and 
eliminate from our compositions is born out the novices desperate 
attempts to simplify the sometimes confusing and complex notion 
of obtaining a perfect exposure. 

The idea behind this book is to help you move away from this sort of 
rudimentary understanding of photography. 

So, is this chapter going to be some sort of anti-frontal lighting 
manifesto? 

Absolutely not! 

Frontal lighting has its place in wildlife photography. Like all of the 
different types of light that you will find yourself faced with in the 
natural world, this lighting scenario has its strengths and weakness-
es. The key thing to remember though about this form of lighting, is 
that it should never be used as some sort of default, or assumed to 
be a magic bullet to exposure success. 

BIRDS, REFLECTIVITY, AND COLOR

Frontal lighting helps to both evenly illuminate your 
composition and saturate colors. Any time you 
want to really emphasize color, consider frontal 
lighting.
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When it comes to photographing wildlife, you will find that different 
types of light are going to always be better for certain subjects. And 
by subjects, given that this is a book on light for wildlife photogra-
phers, I actually mean different species. 

This is a big leap for any photographer to take. I cannot begin to tell 
you how many glazed over blank emotionless stares I have received 
on workshops when I mention something like this. 

But is this really such a difficult concept to wrap our minds around? 

Let’s look at it this way: every species of animal out there has some-
thing about them that makes them different from 
everyone else. On a grand scale, this is as sim-
ple as the fact that birds have feathers and mam-
mals have fur. On the smaller scale this can be 
the giant red eyes of a red eyed tree frog, the mas-
sive curled horns of a bighorn ram, or the elegant 
breeding plumage of a great egret. 

As photographers, as artists, it is our job to iden-
tify these attributes and decide how to handle 
them in our photographs. Maybe such attributes 
are something you want to exemplify. Maybe it’s 
something you want to hide. These are decisions that you must be 
able to make with each wildlife subject that you approach. 

So, with this said, different types of light do in fact work better for dif-
ferent types of animals. And when it comes to frontal lighting, birds 
are one such group of animals where this type of lighting really works 
well.  

When it comes to photographing birds, frontal lighting is more often 
than not the preferred type of lighting for two reasons: the light re-
flecting properties of feathers, and color. 

Feathers are essentially light bouncing machines. Whereas fur will of-

ten times seemingly absorb light, feathers do just the opposite. This 
is, in part, why many dedicated bird photographers often have flash 
brackets and Better Beamers set up on their rig when photographing 
avian subject. In many situations, just a minute pop of flash from the 
direction of the camera will really give a bird’s feathers a nice punch.  

Birds the world over are known for their brilliant colors. This color 
is directly related to the light falling on those feathers. So the angle 
and type of light that we photograph birds in dictates EXACTLY how 
those colors will be represented in our photographs.

To understand this though, we need to under-
stand just a tiny amount of physics (gasp!). 

The first thing you need to understand about the 
relationship between color and light is that no 
object on Earth, that is to say no bird, mammal, 
flower, or anything else actually possess color. 
All color that we see in the world comes from 
light bouncing off of the object, not the object 
itself. 

You see, the sun’s light appears white because 
it contains the full spectrum of color that the hu-

man eye can see (there are others that we cannot see that many 
other species can, such as ultraviolet). 

Those colors that our eyes are capable of seeing are: red, orange, 
yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet. You might remember the acro-
nym ROYGBIV, or as taught in most elementary schools ROY G. BIV. 
When all of these colors of the rainbow are combined, we have white 
light, or full spectrum light - daylight. 

So how do we go from white light to the red of a scarlet tanager? 
Bird’s exhibit color one of two ways. Either through pigments in their 
feathers or light refracted from their feathers. So, due to the chemi-

Frontal lighting is one of 
the preferred types of light 
for photographing birds.
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cal makeup of a scarlet tanager’s feathers, all colors of light are ab-
sorbed into their feathers EXCEPT red - which is reflected off of the 
feathers. Because  of a protein based substance called keratin that 
absorbs all colors of light except for red, the scarlet tanager appears 
red simply because that is the one wavelength of light that is being 
rejected and reflected off of the keratin. 

Likewise, the white of a snowy egrets feathers are the result of those 
feathers bouncing back the full spectrum of light and thus creating 
white.

So, in order to have a red tanager, we need some degree of light on 
the tanager to begin with to reflect red light back at us. It stands to 
reason then that with more light falling on those feathers, the more 
red light we will have to work with. 

More red light, photographically speaking, means more saturation. 
More saturation in color means a richer experience for the viewer of 
your photographs. 

Think of billiards. When you hit a ball against the side of the table 
from a 45 degree angle, the ball bounces at the same 45 degree 
angle - only in the other direction. If we hit a ball square on, it will 
bounce back and hit our billiards cue. 

Light and color work the same way. 

When light hits an object, the color reflected back is going to be the 
most intense and saturated when it's coming straight back at the 
source of light. As begin to view light reflecting of our subject from 
an angle, the color we see becomes less intense and less saturated. 
The more of an angle to the light, the more desaturated the color. 

Therefore. . . 

Frontal lighting helps to increase the richness, vibrancy, and satu-
ration of colors. 
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This is why colorful objects and animals in low or dim light appear 
muted and dull. On overcast days, colors appear lackluster because 
of the overall lack of light available to be bounced back at us. 

Color is therefore a function of light.

So, when it comes to photographing birds, a subject known the world 

over for the vibrancy and colors of their feathers, frontal lighting is 
the preferred type of light if we want to exemplify and showcase that 
color. 

But, take this statement with caution. Just because frontal lighting 
is the preferred choice for photographing birds due to its ability to 
help reflect and saturate color, this does not mean that birds cannot, 
or should not, be photographed in other types of light. In fact, the 
other preferred type of ambient light to photograph birds in is over-
cast light, but with the addition of fill flash to help saturate colors 
and make the subject stand out. 

This example of photographing birds with flash is exactly why it is 
so crucial to understand light and how / why it does what it does 
with a given subject. The light coming from a flash is still light - and 
frontal lighting at that. And the frontal lighting produced by fill flash 
will emulate everything that the sun can do - only you can adjust the 
intensity of it and what part of the composition that it falls on. 

This alone means that photographing birds on overcast days with the 

When you don’t have time to think about changing 
exposures, frontal lighting simplifies things so you 
can focus on "getting the shot."

Photographing this woodpecker at 
it’s nesting cavity was only possible 
in one of two types of light: frontal 
or overcast. Overcast light however 
would have muted the colors. I wanted 
to capture the vibrant colors of this 
springtime scene, and therefore I set 
up an elevated blind in such a way as 
to capture the morning light coming in 
from just over my shoulder.
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use of flash is often more effective than simply working with frontal 
lighting created by the sun itself. Like I said, light is far more compli-
cated than you might expect. Which is why it is critically important 
to start here with some basic physical properties of light and how it 
relates to color. 

Confused yet? 

Hopefully not. The key thing to remember here is that the different 
types of light addressed in this book are, in a sense, multidimensional 
in that they dictate the direction the light is hitting the subject, as well 
as the lighting effect that is the result of that direction. 

REFLECTIVITY

Brightly colored surfaces, such as the white feathers of a great egret, 
reflect more light than darkly colored surfaces such as a black bear's 
fur. Since surfaces that are black absorb all wavelengths (read: colors 
of light) and surfaces that are white reflect all wavelengths of light, 
white and other brightly colored surfaces create a significantly greater 
dynamic range between highlights and shadows. Meaning, you have 
to deal with a lot more light bouncing off of those white feathers of an 
egret than you would off of the black feathers of a raven. 

So, the more brightly colored the subject, the more reflective the 
subject will be. Which in turn means that you will most likely find 
yourself dealing with greater amounts of contrast in a composition 

This photograph is a great example of how 
reflective white feathers are. As the sun continues 
to climb throughout the morning, the feathers 
of a great egret begin to reflect so much light 
that other elements in your composition, like the 
background in this photograph, will fall into deep 
shadow as you try to correctly expose for the 
white feathers. If you have ever photographed 
a great egret next to blue water, you will know 
exactly what I mean as the blue water will have to 
be significantly underexposed in order to handle 
the bright white of the birds feathers. 
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when photographing these subjects. 

This is important to understand. 

Because brighter subjects, again like the white feathers of a great 
egret, reflect so much light, you are going to find yourself battling the 
intensity of light reflecting from these feathers right off the bat. This 
can be both good and bad, depending upon the type of photograph 
you are trying to create. 

If, for instance, you want to create a photograph that includes anything 
in the environment around that bird, then you will need everything to 
be as evenly illuminated as possible - if you want to try to capture de-
tail in anything other than just the white feathers. 

In contrast to this though, the intensity of light reflecting off of those 
feathers, and the subsequent contrast, can also be used to your ad-
vantage to create a beautiful portrait that looks as though it was cre-
ated in a studio like the one above. This example is what we call chiar-
oscuro, for which I will elaborate on in the next chapter. 

Remember that, first and foremost, frontal lighting reduces contrast 
by casting shadows in directions that cannot be seen by the camera. 

Secondly, frontal lighting helps to intensify and saturate colors. Giv-
en that bird’s feathers are so highly reflective BECAUSE they have 
evolved to be so colorful, frontal lighting offers us a great way of both 
overcoming one obstacle while exploiting the attribute that creates 
that obstacle. 

ACTION

Color is just one of two key reasons to consider the use of frontal 
lighting. Given the fact that this lighting scenario eliminates contrast 
and simplifies exposures, frontal lighting also gives us the ideal tool 
to use when photographing fast paced action. 

There are certain scenarios that you will find in the field where the 
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elimination of as much contrast as possible will be hugely beneficial 
to you. Since we are on the theme of birds, let’s stick to that and dis-
cuss birds in flight. 

Photographing birds in flight is not the easiest of photographic pur-
suits. Many consider this to be one of the more technically advanced 
skills in wildlife photography. Basically you have a smallish bird er-
ratically hurtling itself through the sky and you have to keep up with 
it. Sometimes this can be like trying to photograph a football spiral-
ing through the air at 60mph with a telephoto lens. 

When it comes to this sort of fast paced scenario, where the sub-
ject is somewhat unpredictable and you have multiple dimensions 
(bird and background) to contend with, utilizing frontal lighting will 
significantly help your cause in a variety of ways. Most important of 
these however, is the fact that frontal lighting will balance those two 
dimensions by creating even light across both your subject and your 
background. 

Backgrounds are absolutely critical when it comes to birds in flight 
(just say no to blue sky). So, a properly lit, and properly interesting 
background, will significantly improve your bird in flight photographs. 

Of course this same concept could be applied to a cheetah running 
across an African savanna, a pack of wolves chasing down and elk, or 
really any other high speed situation where you are forced to think fast 
and keep up. When there is absolutely not time to be worrying about 
exposure adjustments, when you need to put 100% of your focus on 
the action that is unfolding right here right now, frontal lighting is the 
way to go. 

When it comes to action photography, all of those reasons I stat-
ed at the beginning of the chapter which make frontal lighting the 
simplest type of light to work with also makes it ideal for the chase. 
When everything is changing quickly, simplify what you can actual-
ly control. Whether this is positioning yourself so as to take advan-

tage of frontal lighting, or simplifying your exposure by switching to 
manual metering – in the words of Henry David Thoreau, “simplify, 
simplify, simplify.”

⸻

I have focused primarily on birds with the topic of frontal lighting. 
However, all of this is applicable to any species to one degree or 
another. The idea is that when it comes to color, high speed action 
photography, or any situation where it is imperative that you simpli-
fy the light and eliminate contrast or dynamic range, frontal lighting 
cannot be beat. Even though frontal lighting has its drawbacks, those 
same characteristics also make this lighting scenario beneficial in 
the right situations. 

With time you will begin to recognize those situations and understand 
exactly when and where this type of lighting has its place. 

EXAMPLES BEHIND THE LENS

SWALLOWTAIL GULL, GALAPAGOS ARCHIPELAGO

The Galapagos Islands are a truly amazing place. Rising up out of the 
Pacific Ocean some 600 miles off the coast of Ecuador, this volcanic 
archipelago really is evolution’s laboratory. Of course there are other 
islands out there with what may be far stranger creatures. Australia 
takes the cake on this one with their kangaroos, koala bears, and 
the strangest of the strange – the duckbilled platypus.  However, the 
Galapagos holds a special place in all of us bio-nerd’s hearts for the 
role it played in the formulation of Darwin’s theory of evolution. 

Outside of the Galapagos Islands, there are probably few photogra-
phers who revel in the idea of photographing sea gulls. There is just 
something about photographing the overly commonplace species 
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that just doesn’t float most of our boats. Find yourself some six hun-
dred miles off the coast of Ecuador on the Galapagos Islands how-
ever, and this all changes. 

Personally, I’m a sucker for photographing unique species. I like the 
rare, the endangered, and the endemic. So when gulls made it to the 
Galapagos on separate occasions, were isolated from their clans on 
the mainland, and adapted in their own unique ways to the volcanic 
sea mounts, my interest piques. Here on the islands, you have two 
distinct gulls: the swallowtail gull and the lava gull (awesome name). 

Both of these gulls are very cool species. The lava gull is pretty 
straightforwardly descended from the laughing gull. The swallow 
tailed gull featured in this photograph on the other hand, no one 
really knows. There is debate as to whether to swallow tailed gull 
evolved from the Sabine’s gull, but the verdict is still out. One thing 
that is certain about this bird though is that it has the unique dis-
tinction of being the world’s only nocturnal gull! Given that they 
won’t allow you on the islands in the Galapagos archipelago at night 
however, I had to settle for photographing this gull during the day. 

I photographed this swallow tailed gull around 3 pm in the after-
noon. This means the sun was pretty well overhead at the time. In 
very few situations could an overhead sort of middle of the day light 
be considered “frontal lighting.”

Standing along the edge of the cliffs known by Galapagos travelers 
as the Albatross Airport, named for the waved albatrosses that wad-
dle up to the edge and tip over the sides in order to take flight, I was 
able to look down upon a variety of different species of birds that 
were evenly lit by the overhead sun. 

Not only were the birds technically frontally lit from this lighting sce-
nario, but so to was the background of churning ocean that was back-
washing out to sea after crashing into the rocks below. This chaos 
down below made for a significantly stronger background than open 

blue sky would have if I’d spent my time photographing the birds 
as they flew by at eye level. Remember, background is just as im-
portant as your subject and the light you photograph your subject in. 

The Galapagos Islands are an amazing place, but the experience 
there is quite regulated. So you do not always have the opportunity 
to wait things out in hopes of different light or a different background 
to photograph in. Given that this place is not easy to get to, and it’s 
pretty expensive to hire a boat for 10 days to float you around the 
islands, you have to be able to handle whatever conditions that the 
islands throw at you while you are there. A mastery of how to work 
with every possible lighting scenario that nature can send your way is 
what will make the difference between a successful photo trip and a 
complete bust.

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 640 | f/8 | 1/1000
My exposure settings here were all about stopping the 
action. Given that I was working in such good light, I was 
able to get by with a relatively low ISO of 640. At f/8 I knew 
that I would create sharpness from nose to tail on this guy, 
and at 1/1000 of a second, I was fast enough to freeze 
every single water droplet kicked up by this stallion.
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STALLION IN THE TIDAL FLATS. CARROT ISLAND, 
NORTH CAROLINA. 

I spend a lot of time sitting around in the water. Some people do it 
in a floating recliner with a margarita in hand drifting across the sur-
face of a pool. Me on the other hand, I tend to do it surrounded by 
stingrays, sharks, and crocodiles, and in knee deep mud, water so 
cold that ice is freezing around me, and water so black I cannot see 
3 inches below the surface. It’s a glorious and romantic life for sure. 

Out in the tidal flats photographing wild horses, I’m always looking 
for ways to get in the water. Personally, I usually want my lens to be 
just inches above the surface of the water. Yes, I am an insurance 
nightmare. But, the super low angle in the water is the perspective 
that I need for my photographs. 

This particular afternoon, I was wading around in the water with 
two bands of wild horses. Nothing of particular interest was really 
happening. The horses were in involved in their trademarked be-
havior of eating for 2 minutes, take two steps, eat for two minutes, 
and repeat. Blah. 

Sizing things up around me, I went through my typical mental check-
list of trying to figure out exactly how I wanted to light these horses 
in relationship to what I anticipated them to do. Anticipating behav-
ior is sometimes 90% of the game. 

A strong sidelight would extenuate their curves and texture, but given 
the scenario, I would need to work with tight portraits to make any-
thing happen. Since these horses were in the water, I wanted a little 
landscape to go with the composition. Likewise, I could have back 
lit the horses but because a hammock of live oaks in that direction, 
their silhouettes would have melted into the black blob of trees. 

With the sun hanging lower and lower in the sky, the colors of the en-
vironment were beginning to really pop. So I settled on frontal lighting 

for this shoot. Realizing that the horses were slowly making their way 
over higher ground off camera left, I situated myself in the mud and 
water so that I could capture them moving across a slightly deeper 
section of water with a minimal background behind them so as to em-
phasize the vastness of this tidal flat they were feeding in.

As predicted, the lead mare of this particular band slowly navigated 
her way through the deeper water on a tiny 12 inch wide trail these 
horses had cut out over countless generations through a labyrinth 
of oysters she couldn’t see beneath the high tide. A remarkable 
feat for sure. 

Step by step, she maneuvered her way through the water and out 
onto dry land. 

Upon climbing up onto the small dune that the tidal waters lapped 
at the base of, an unseen stallion from another band came charging 
out of the red cedars to meet her. Instantly, the dominant stallion of 
the band she actually belonged to, snapped to attention. Game on!

Not ready to lose his lead mare to another guy without a challenge, 
her stallion roared into action charging full speed ahead. As soon 
as the stallion hit the deeper water that I was situated in and set 
up on to photograph, he was instantly slowed down. Attempting to 
compensate he began leaping higher and higher to try and break 
free of the water resistance that could potentially cause his to lose 
the prize mare. All of it happened right in front of my lens. 

This is the stuff that as a wildlife photographer, you really pat your-
self on the back for. You analyzed the scene. You picked the light, 
the background, and anticipated the behavior. You set yourself up in 
place locked and loaded. And the entire universe came together for 
you to play out something even better than you had hoped for. 

My choice in using this lighting if you remember, was originally based 
upon the environment that I wanted to show and the color that the 



 23Mastering Light



 24Mastering Light

frontal lighting was beginning to produce across the landscape. Color 
is a function of light. Therefore evenly lit subjects will always produce 
richer and more saturated colors than other forms of lighting. This 
was exactly what I wanted.

I had no idea that I was going to capture any sort of real action with 
this set up. However, because I was already in position with the light 
coming over my shoulder and evenly bathing everything in front of me, 
I was in an ideal position to easily, or might I even say: to mindlessly, 
capture unexpected action like this. When you are set up with fron-
tal lighting, your exposure is simple as it can be. There is no contrast 
to consider, and your background is bouncing the same light as your 
subject. So as your subject rapidly moves across the landscape, the 
exposure stays exactly the same.

NOTES ON EXPOSING FOR FRONTAL LIGHTING

Hands down, frontal lighting is without a doubt the simplest form of 
light to work with in photography. With all aspects of the composi-
tion evenly lit from foreground to background, this is a scenario that 
you can easily utilize a broad spectrum metering mode like 3D ma-
trix metering for Nikon systems or evaluative metering for Canon. 
There will be subtle tonal differences that your camera’s computer 
will size up and expose for accordingly. Small adjustments to your 
exposure will be needed of course, but by and large your cameras 
metering system will do a fine job and getting you pretty darn close 
with this sort of lighting. 

When we are photographing in the more challenging forms of light, 
we opt for spot metering and often combine this with manually set-
ting our exposure. In frontal lighting this is not necessary except for 
when photographing in a situation with a high contrast between col-
ors – such as a bison in the snow. Bison are very dark, even in frontal 
lighting. And snow is very bright, even in frontal lighting. Your camera 
will have to choose between which is most important – the bison or 
the snow. This will depend upon how close or how far away from the 
bison you are. The further away you are, the smaller the bison is, and 
therefore the more snow that dominates the overall composition. In 
this scenario your camera will place priority on the snow – which is 
correct. On the other hand, if that bison dominated the composition, 
your metering system will attempt to place priority on the dark bison 
instead. By doing this, you run the risk of blowing out (over exposing 
the snow). 

This is, of course, an extreme example. However, it does go to show 
that even when working in relatively even light, we should never be-
come complacent in assuming that our camera systems will nail the 
exposure on its own every time. 

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 400 | f/8 | 1/1600 | 200-400mm
My primary objective with these photographs was to 
capture this swallowtail gull against the beautiful patterns 
in the water created by the Pacific Ocean crashing against 
the rocks below. If the bird and the background would have 
been an different light, this would not have been possible 
Additionally, the fact that I used frontal lighting here helped 
to saturate the colors of the water below. Any time I am 
including water in a scene, I always first consider shooting 
with frontal lighting specifically because I want to capture 
the colors of the water.
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SIDE
LIGHTING
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Let’s begin here by getting a definition out of the way first. Side  
 lighting does not mean that the light comes in at a 90 degree an-

gle from your lens. It can, but it does not have to. Side lighting sim-
ply means that the light is coming in at an angle from your lens. This 
type of lighting is can seem quite similiar to frontal lighting, but the 
devil is in the details. And the further away the sun gets from com-
ing in directly behind the camera, the more pronounced the effects.

When the sun, or whatever light source, comes across your subject 
from an angle, it creates contrast. This is a pretty simple concept. 
Light hits one side of something and creates a shadow on the oppo-
site side of that something. Just how much contrast is dependent 
upon how far off to the side that the light source is. 

Side lighting is therefore used specifically for creating contrast in 
the scene. 

Now, for beginner photographers, contrast can be a nightmare in 
terms of understanding what to do with it. There are decisions to 
make (sort of) in regards to your exposure. Do you exposure for the 
shadows? Do you expose for the highlights? Do you even know how 
to do either one of these?

Given that this is a book on more advanced concepts in photogra-
phy, I am going to assume that if you are reading this, you already 
know the answer to these questions AND how to expose for one or 
the other. 

If not, here is a hint. In 95% of all situations, you expose for the high-
lights and let the shadows fall where they will. 

Really though, decisions like this only need to be made when there 
is a considerable amount of contrast in the composition and shad-
ows are a major part of the scene. More often than not however, side 
lighting, or directional lighting, is used to create minute amounts of 
localized contrast across a subject which effectively renders such 

decisions mute. 

But let's stop here for a moment. 

To understand what follows, it may be helpful for me to clarify the 
foundation of my artistic philosophy in photography. 

Our goal as nature photographers should always be aimed at capturing 
the essence of our subjects or the locations that we are photographing. 

This may seem a bit esoteric at first, but ultimately it is the ability to 
do this that will allow our photographs to not only tell a story but also 
capture the interest of our viewers by appealing to subconscious 
notions that we may or may not ever realize we hold regarding that 
subject. There are so many different creative tools that we have to 
choose from in order to do something like this and light just happens 
to be a big one. 

In the previous chapter I talked about the use of frontal lighting and 
its impact on color in birds.

Color, or really “colorful,” is one of the main adjectives that you might 
use to describe birds in general. Likewise, strong, muscular, large, or 
even furry might be words that many of us would use to describe 
mammals in general. The ability to focus in on adjectives such as 
these, and creatively figure out how to exemplify them with a photo-
graph, is what lends itself to one’s ability to capture the essence of 
that subject.

When I photograph an animal, I run through a list of ajectives in my 
head that I might use to describe the species. Then, I set about try-
ing to figure out how to emphasize one or more of these adjectives 
with my photographs.

This "essence" that I speak of is basically that subject’s personal 
story – unique in a world of stories. 

So, when we talked about utilizing frontal lighting in order to help 
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The extreme detail that you can see in this 
young coyote pup’s fur has nothing to do 
with the lens or camera that I was using at 
the time. This detail has everything to do 
with the contrast created by side lighting. 
Note the highlights on one side of the 
clumps of fur, and the shadows on the other 
side. This is the ideal light for exentuating 
the fur of mammals. 
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The texture of the snow that surrounds this 
bobcat in Yellowstone National Park is what 
really makes this photograph. The snow 
creates a magical feel that lends itself 
to the notion of a “Winter Wonderland.” 
The only way to have captured the texture 
in the snow like this is with the use of 
side lighting. Even with the soft light, the 
contrast that was created across these 
drifts of snow was all that was needed to 
capture this unique look and feel.
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contrast in the scene. Contrast 
is what gives our photographs 
depth, deminsion, and detail. 
In orther words, contrast is 
what brings our wildlife sub-
jects to life!

Side Lighting is used to create contrast 
in the scene. Contrast is what gives 
our photographs depth, dimension, and 
detail. In other words, contrast is what 
brings our wildlife subjects to life!
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colors stand out in birds, this is a measure of working towards tell-
ing that bird’s story. And for mammals, this is where side lighting 
comes in to play.

The reason that side lighting is a preferred type of light for mammals 
is because of its ability to define details. When purposefully and skill-
fully combined, this contrast (light next to shadows) brings out tex-
ture, individual hair follicles in fur, the contours of muscles, and so 
much more. Such small amounts 
of targeted contrast create depth, 
dimension, detail, and bring an ani-
mal to life! 

Photographs force us to try and 
convey a three dimensional world 
onto a two dimensional plane. Con-
trast and side lighting are used to 
help add depth and detail so as to 
overcome the limitations of this two dimensional way of seeing. Just 
like we add foreground, middle ground, and background elements to 
a landscape to help pull the viewer through the photograph and cre-
ate a since of depth and dimension, so too do we use side lighting 
for the same purpose in wildlife photography. 

Naturally, the more side lit the animal becomes, the more contrast 
is created in the overall scene. Depending upon your artistic vision, 
this extreme contrast may be exactly what you are looking to cre-
ate. However, when it comes creating depth and detail in our sub-
ject, you will find that light coming in from somewhere around a 
45 degree from behind you will give you the best ratio of highlights 
and shadows to consider it a starting point. 

At this angle, you have a decent balance between highlights and 
shadows in individual muscles, fir, and texture without sending half 
of the animal in to shadows and the other half into highlights. 

When discussing birds in the first chapter, I mentioned that one 
exception to the rule was photographing close up or intimate por-
traits of birds. At close range, when you are photographing them 
at frame filling distances, you will find there is often times enough 
depth to their feathers or features to utilize side lighting to create 
the contrast needed in order to make the detail of their feathers 
pop out. With frontal lighting, this is simply not possible. 

This is an important part to con-
sider. Distance matters. Distance 
means everything in terms of our 
ability to even see all of that detail. 
The farther away we are from our 
subject the less detail will can see. 
And therefore the more angled the 
light will need to be in order to cre-
ate the effect we are looking for.

In today's word of super high resolution cameras, many photogra-
phers have developed the habit of relying on the ability to do big 
crops on little subjects. But when it comes to showcasing fine detail, 
this isn't a substitute or workaround or "hack" that will overcome 
the fact that you should have just been closer to your subject. 

This concept of using side light can be applied to any and every 
type of subject that you want to create extreme amounts of detail 
and depth in. From wildlife to landscapes, side lighting will produce 
texture, detail, depth, and dimension.

CHIAROSCURO 

Now here is a fun word. 10 cool points if you can pronounce it. 

20 if you already know what it is. 

Chiaroscuro is the combination of the Italian chiaro, meaning “light,” 
and scuro, meaning “dark.” This is an artistic term that is used to re-

Side lighting, angled at about 45 degrees from 
your back, is a great starting point for capturing 
depth, dimension, and detail in your subject. 
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fer to the play of light and shadow, creating extreme contrast. This 
is the type of light you see employed on the front cover of this book.

Art is a mirror of society. All of the nuances of life that impact the art-
ist inevitably influence the creative expression of the artist as well. 
Take Ansel Adams for instance. WWII was considered to be the war 
to end all wars. It was a time of great fear and uncertainty across 
the globe. Following the armistice, however, art historians have doc-
umented countless examples of a fundamental shift in how the work 
of artists changed. For Ansel Adams, the landscape suddenly grew 
larger, and the sky became a much more profound part of his com-
positions showing his shift in world view that mirrored the rest of 
society as a result of such terrible times coming to an end. 

There is a FedEx truck worth of stuff that can be unpacked from this 
psychologically. This of all the asociations between happiness and 
freedom an the sky, the wide open Western landscape, and endless 
horizons. 

With the end of the war, a collective weight was taken off the whole 
world’s chest. The fear was gone. People rejoiced and celebrated, 
made babies, and life on planet Earth become a fundamentally dif-
ferent experience overnight. And we can see this shift in perspective 
even within the subtle changes in Ansel Adam’s compositions. 

By utilizing extreme side lighting that was filter-
ing into the swamp at sunrise, i was able to exploit 
the contrast of the scene to create this chiaroscuro 
styled image. This was also done as a means of por-
traying this wood duck in a more natural setting than 
what we are all used to seeing in photographs. Wood 
ducks are a species of dark and mysterious swamps 
- at least this is their preferred habitat. However, 
most photos depict this birds in bright sun on blue 
water. By thinking through the situation, and evok-
ing the adjectives one might use to describe this 
species, I was able to come up with this truly unique 
photograph of an otherwise common species. 
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Another example is Picasso’s “Blue Period.” After the death of his 
best friend, Picasso descended into deep depression, and his art-
work became a representation of his own mental health. The color 
blue began to dominate all of his work. The themes grew dark and 
macabre. 

Likewise, with the Renaissance, as Europe was pulling itself out of 
the Dark Ages, and life was once again filling the lungs of society, an 
emphasis on harmony and stability can be seen within the works of 
the era’s artists such as Leonardo DaVinci and Raphael. All of this 
rebirth of intellectualism gave rise to humanism, Protestantism, the 
reformation, and the counter-reformation, however. Ideas are dan-
gerous things for they often challenge the seat of power. And as a 
result, Europe once again descended into turmoil, driven by religious 
fervor, and egged on by the Little Ice Age. 

Art continued to reflect society.

From compositions of harmony that so typified the Renaissance era 
paintings, we then find a shift toward drama and chaos that ushered 
in what we now refer to as the Baroque period that coincided with 
the religious upheavals. This was the time of Rubens and Gentiles-
chi, where emotion was everything in art. Whereas the Renaissance 
compositions can be characterized as settled, stable, almost statue 
like, the Baroque period was all about tension, movement, and the 
swirling vortex of entropy that was life in Europe during the bloodlet-
ting of this time as competing ideas battled for the hearts and minds 
of the faithful. 

It was here, during the Baroque, when emotion reigned supreme, 
and societal tension prevailed, that we find the emergence of chiar-
oscuro. In some ways, it is the battle of light and darkness. In other 
ways, it’s a brilliant means of tapping into the human psyche, creat-
ing mystery and intrigue, uncertainty, and leaving us all breathless.

And in photography, like the artistic masters from Ruben to Bierstadt, 

we can also use this same lighting technique to create mystery and 
wonder through the use of side lighting and contrast. 

As I have stated already, the further that we bring the sun around away 
from the camera, the more extreme that the contrast in the scene 
will become. This increased contrast comes with a price. Skies and 
background elements begin to wash out or fade to black, we lose 
saturation of colors, and the dynamic range of the scene begins to 
stretch beyond what our cameras are capable of handling. 

However, it is in this territory, where we begin to push the limits of 
technology, where light and shadow dance across our photographs, 
and exposures become so precise that we often times find some of 
the most creative and beautiful works of art in wildlife photography. 
This is chiaroscuro.

The key to successfully working with extreme contrast is understand-
ing that the background and your subject are two separate parts of 
the compositional equation. Light falling on your subject is not always 
the same as the light falling on your background.

One of the best examples and easiest scenarios to experiment with 
this type of contrast will occur when you can position yourself so as 
to take advantage of a background that is in full shadow while your 
subject is in midday sun. In this situation, when you expose only for 
the highlights of the composition (think spot metering here) the re-
sults can be truly dramatic. 

With chiaroscuro, we want contrast. We want loads of shadow, deep, 
dark, menacing, shadows! We also want highlights. But, we want 
those shadows and highlights to be in the proper place across our 
composition. As this is one of the most artistic forms of lighting in 
wildlife photography, experimentation is the key to both understand-
ing and finding what it is exactly that appeals to you. 
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Background was in shadow 
thanks to branches above and 
behind. Because this was cre-
ated at around 11am, the con-
trast was very intense.

Vignette applied in Lightroom. I 
did this to create balance in the 
composition. Otherwise, there 
would have been bright edges 
to the leaves that were in sun 
pressed close to the edge of 
the composition. 

Light direction roughly 
120 degrees from camera

Spot Metered off brightest area 
of bird increased exposure 
by +0.7 stops. In 99% of all 
situations, I expose for the 
highlights and let the shadows 
do what the shadows will do
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BIGHORN RAM IN THE SNOW

Working our way along the edge of a ridge in Yellowstone National 
Park, I pushed with all we had through the snow to stay ahead of this 
ram. Wolves were in the vicinity. In fact, they were just over the rid-
geline and hidden from my view. Unfortunately, I were never able to 
actually lay eyes on the wolves. But the action that followed proved 
to be fantastic. 

Looking closely at this photograph, you will notice that there is an 
extraordinary amount of detail present in this ram’s coat and horns. 
Its as if every clump of hair leaps out of the photograph. This detail 
is what creates a sense of depth and dimension in this photograph. 

In landscape photography, one of the very first things we do when 
creating our composition is to work out a foreground, middleground, 
and background. This creates the illusion of three dimensions and 
helps to pull the viewer’s eye through the photograph. Wildlife pho-

tography is no different. Though we may not always be able to com-
pose our scenes with elements that allude to three dimensions in 
wildlife photography, we can, however, use side lighting to create 
depth in our subjects. This depth in turn, serves to create a similar 
illusion as the use of a foreground, middle ground, and background 
in a landscape photograph. 

The detail that you see in this photograph has nothing to do with 
the camera or lens that I was photographing with at the time. All too 
often people confuse sharpness with detail. Instead, the detail is 
created from localized minute amounts of contrast created by the 
angle of the sun on the subject. 

Looking closer at this 
cropped in version of 
the photograph, you 
can begin to see ex-
actly how this local-
ized contrast works 
to create such detail. 
On each clump of 
fur you find that one 
side is highlighted, 
and the other side is 
casting a small shad-
ow. This localize con-
trast – that is to say 
highlights playing off 

of shadow, makes the individual clump of fur stand out. Combined 
with thousands of clumps of hair, we not only capture an extraordi-
nary amount of detail across this ram, but when combined with the 
subtle contrast created along the edges of the muscles, we are able 
to breathe life into our subject.

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 200 | f/6.3 | 1/3200 | 600mm | D610
Given that I was photographing in the snow, I had more 
than enough light to work with which is why, despite an 
ISO of 200, my shutter speed here is 1/3200th of a 
second - giving me the speed neccesary to stop both 
the action of the ram and the powder he was kicking 
up. I spot metered off of the snow and opened up my 
exposure by 1 and 2/3 of a stop. Metering off of the 
snow acknlowedged that this why was going to reflect 
the most light in the scene and was therefore the most 
important part of composition to control. 
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FOX KITS AT DEN

Creating this photograph is a great example of the sacrifice that we, 
as wildlife photographers, make for our images. 

I was had flown out to the coast of North Carolina for a gig doing 
some work for the BBC and had a couple of days to shoot for my-
self before everyone arrived from the UK. Knowing that there was a 
fox den in the vicinity, I spent much of the morning hiking around the 
dunes and edge of the forest in search of this spot. 

At the time, I was not yet acclimated to North Carolina’s weather, 
having just flown out from Jackson Hole, Wyoming where mornings 
were still in the low 30s. So, not wanting to kill myself from heat ex-
haustion I decided to simply wear a pair of sandals with shorts and 
a t-shirt when I climbed inside of a natural blind I made in a stand 

of wax myrtles to photograph these guys. A mistake I would soon 
come to regret.

Tucked down deep inside of the brush, I was no longer in the life sav-
ing breeze that blows in off the ocean. With no wind to keep them in 
check, the biting gnats (called no-see-ums around here) descended 
upon me by the thousands. These miniature vampires were in my 
eyes, my nose, and my mouth. They covered my arms and legs. And 
each one took a bite out of me.

Now, given that I am sitting in a brush blind trying to remain mo-
tionless so as to not alarm the kits that had just begun to poke 
their ears out of the den, I was forced to grit my teeth and bear it. 
The onslaught continued until I started itching. Glancing down at 
my arms, I noticed that what had been thousands of tiny little red 
bumps from their bites, were now raising up into hives. Worse yet, 
these hives were breaking out in places where I had not been bitten. 
I was having a full blown allergic reaction to this gnats. 

I have been bit, literally, countless times by these things.  But nev-
er had my body been so overwhelmed by whatever toxic brew they 
carried in their saliva. With hands and feet beginning to itch, I had to 
abandon the den site and hike a mile back across the island to my 
boat. From there, it was a 20 minute run back to the dock. 

Lucky for me, by the time I made it back to the dock, the systemic 
part of the allergic reaction had begun to subside. Now I just faced 
a weird night with my head spinning while doped up on Benadryl as 
a precaution. 

Not to be deterred, the next day I came back prepared. Boots with 
pants tucked into the socks. Long sleeved shirt tucked into pants 
and silk bug resistant gloves. In addition to all of this, I also had a fine 
meshed net over my head and face specially designed for keeping 
gnats out (they fly right through mosquito nets). 

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 400 | f/7.1 | 1/1250 | 600mm | D4
I set my metering mode to 3D Matrix metering for this 
situation simply because the overall contrast was so low and 
the scene so evenly lit; I knew that the camera’s computer 
would do a find job figuring out the exposure for me. 
I used an ISO of 400 to insure that I had enough speed to 
be able to stop any action that might occur as fox kits are 
prone to goofing off and rough housing at the den. 
Given that these foxes were runing all over the place and at 
times even just a few feet from my blind, I chose an aperture 
of f/7.1 in order to make sure that I had enough depth of 
field to work with even when the foxes suddenly popped up 
right in front of me. As a subject gets closer, you need more 
depth of field to keep the important parts in focus.
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As I predicted, the gnats instantly attacked. But this time, I was ready 
and there was not a single piece of exposed skin on my body. 

But enough about the trials and tribulations of a wildlife photographer. 
What about the photograph!?

Much like the photograph of the bighorn ram running across the 
snow covered ridge, I had a 45 degree angle of light to work with in 
this composition. With the ram, I had to think fast and keep up in 
order to capture that light. With the fox den on the other hand, I had 
half a day to decide exactly where I wanted to set up to photograph 
this location. 

Once I discovered the den, I pulled up my Photographer’s Ephemeris 
app on my iPhone in order to figure out EXACTLY what angle the light 
would strike this den in the afternoon. With this information in hand 
(literally) I then went about sizing up the different options available 
to me. Once found, a was able to quickly and quietly pull together 
enough brush and vines from inside the little pocket of woods near-
by to create a make shift blind that would conceal me as I set just 
inside the edge of the woods. 

In many situations it is very difficult to position yourself in order to 
take advantage of this type of light. However, if at all possible this is 
a major priority for me when photographing mammals. Additionally, 
knowing where that light is going to be coming from when scouting an 
area can mean the difference between success and failure. So tools 
such as the Photographer’s Ephemeris (http://photoephemeris.com) 
are simply indispensable when it comes to planning a shoot based 
around the light.

COCODRILLO 

Paddling up a black water creek through the mangroves in the Cuero 
y Salado refuge, we were hunting for photographs of some big croc-

odiles. The last few days had brought a cold front and a subsequent 
foot of rain (it really does rain in the rainforest). This day offered us 
our first break in the clouds as the tropical sun returned to the land-
scape and reptiles such as the crocodiles were out in mass as they 
sunbathed in the noon time sun to burn off parasites.

Here’s the problem though. This is Honduras. It’s the middle of the 
day. It’s the tropics. The light was not just harsh, it was tropical harsh.

Adding to the chaos was the dense lowland broad-leafed rainforest 
that fringed the edges of the creek, mixed with impenetrable man-
groves. 

To say the light was dappled and contrasty would be something of 
an understatement. Blinding highlights popped off the water where 
the sky broke through. Ink black shadows filled in elsewhere. 

In this sort of situation, the question becomes "do I stay or do I go?" 

Really this is not a question at all. I’m many miles up a protected 
track of rainforest in Honduras – a few hours from the closest thing 
that resembles civilization. Crocodiles were everywhere. Was I real-
ly going to hang my head and retreat in defeat? Heck no. By luck of 
the draw with the weather, I had an honestly frightening number of 
subjects to choose from all around me. 

Making a photograph like this is all about understanding how to ma-
nipulate natural light and work your subjects. This is why I say there 
is no such thing as bad light though. We are only even limited by the 
depths of our own creativity. 

Given the light, it was just a matter of finding the right crocodile in 
the right angle of light to work with. Basically, what I needed was 
a subject that was fully illuminated by one of these shafts of light 
streaming down through the canopy. 

Light streaming down from nearly overhead is, technically, a form of 

https://www.photoephemeris.com/
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“side” lighting. The word side does not necessarily mean coming in 
from the left or right of your camera. It simply means off axis. And 
just as I can photograph this crocodile with the light at a 45 - 90 de-
gree angle to the left of my lens, I can also photograph this crocodile 
with a 45 - 90 degree angle overhead. 

All of that wonderful texture and detail that you see across the croc-
odile would not have been possible without the use of this angled 
light. Highlights and shadows. Minute localized amounts of contrast. 

Once found, the exposure was a piece of cake. Remember that the 
most important part of your exposure are the highlights. With the 
sun blazing off the back of this monstrous croc, all I had to do was 
spot meter off its back. 

Given the contrasty nature of the lighting, by exposing for the high-
lights here, EVERYTHING else simply fell to black.

This type of photograph can be created with just about any wildlife 
subject – be it bird, mammal, or crocodile. White birds work espe-
cially well like this – so think egret rookeries in the middle of the day! 
The key is to just work with those subjects who have the sun falling 
on the right part or parts of them,  and expose only for that part and 
nothing else. This, coupled with a background that is in full shade, 
will create beautiful, artistic, and dramatically lit photographs. This 
is chiaroscuro. 

Spot metering off the highlights was crucial here. 3D Matrix (Nikon) 
or Evaluative metering (Canon) would have tried to balance the dy-
namic range of the scene – not what I wanted. The results would 
have been blown out highlights and overexposed shadows. The re-
sult would have been everything you have in your head about why 
you should never photograph wildlife in the middle of the day!

Spot metering was the simplest and most efficient way to go. The 
trick therefore is the understanding of how to handle the light, and 
most importantly, the ability to actually SEE the possibilities.

I debated creating a separate chapter just for the chiaroscuro lighting 
effect, but then at the last minute decided against it. This was due to 
the fact that other than the creation of this effect through backlight-
ing, which deserves it’s own chapter, side lighting is the primary way 
in which this effect is created. 

Stallion In Black

Bingo is a rock star. Any time I bring other photographers out to one 
particular island to photograph wild horses, as soon as they lay eyes 
on Bingo, he is all they want to focus on. Some folks call him a dun. 
Others a palomino. Still others say he is a, get this, a “dunalino.” It 

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 640 | f/7.1 | 1/400 | 400mm | D800
Getting exposures with this low of an ISO and this high of a 
shutter speed is pretty tough in the tropics where light is 
normally very low in the rainforest. Since I was going to be 
working with extreme levels of contrast but only worrying 
about the highlights for my exposure, I was able to use a 
much lower ISO than normal thanks to this unique lighting 
scenerio. 
By spot metering off of the highlights on the back of this 
crocodile, I was able to put all of the exposure emphasis 
on the brightest parts of the composition. Since there was 
so much light reflecting off of the back of the croc in the 
midday sun, this allowed all of the surounding environment 
that was in shade to expose as black. This is an example of 
chiaroscuro lighting. 
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was when I heard this last one that I officially decided I would no 
longer care what color a horse was. 

I was out on the islands one late summer afternoon following Bingo 
and his harem up into the high dunes of the island. More often than 
not, these horses can be found down in the tidal flats and out on the 
marsh islets feeding. However, from time to time they will climb up 
into the relatively barren expanses of the old dredge spoils where lit-
tle grows except for a jaw droppingly beautiful native flower known 
as the firewheel, cactuses, sand burs, and eastern red cedar (which 
is technically a juniper). 

Climbing up into the juniper dominated habitat, the lighting scenario 
quickly became a nightmarish combination of highlights and shad-
ows.  Horse butts were illuminated, while heads were down in shade. 
The landscape was barren, the background sucked, and the lighting 
was enough to drive you mad. 

To really move beyond documentary photography 
and into the realm of creative fine art, you must 
begin seeing your potential photographs as an 
array of tones of light. If you really want to improve 
your photography, begin shooting and proc-
cessing for black and white. There is no better 
way to learn light. Monochrome photography boils 
things down to just the bare bones of light and 
shadow (what is really the most important part 
of photography). All too often it is easy to lose 
sight of this and focus soley on the subject or, 
subconciously, on color. 

These are the types of situations that will push you as a photog-
rapher. Photography, they say, is the art of writing with light. True 
enough. But I think that visual art as a whole, is really the art of see-
ing the possibilities. In wildlife photography, as with landscape pho-
tography, there is always the obvious. That which stands proudly 
before us beckoning to be photographed as is. Yet fine art is the not 
so obvious, that which we must employ our imagination, summon 
our creativity, and begin to envision something out of nothing.

In photography, such art becomes the sum of light and composition. 
And thus is why a mastery of light, in all of its forms and nuances, is 
vital to progressing as a wildlife photographer, as a wildlife artist. 

Standing atop the high dunes, I rested against my tripod, enjoying 
the cool breeze blowing in off the ocean, and surveyed the scene. 
As the horses moved about, an idea began swirl around in my head. 
With so much contrast, with so much shadow juxtaposed with bright 
burning sun, my idea and how I might execute it began to unfold. 

On the dark side of the junipers, the shadows were so dark that they 
would instantly fall to black when exposing for anything illuminated 
in full sun. This meant that I could quite easily create a black back-
ground from which to work with - similiar to the crocodile from Hon-
duras.

Once I had recognized this, it was then a matter of deciding exactly 
what I wanted to create in front of that background. 

You see, this is often times how photographs are created. 

Piece by piece, they are built from the ground up. Either it is the light 
or the composition that becomes the framework from which we de-
sign the photograph around. Rarely is a meaningful and lasting pho-
tograph created by simply approaching a subject and photograph-
ing as is. This is both a left brain and a right brain endeavor. If all 
you ever do is focus on technical perfection (the left brain) then you 
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miss the boat entirely. Its like being a painter but spending your life 
doing nothing more than practicing specific types of brush strokes 
without ever creating a painting. 

With the angle of the light, and the dark background I had to work 
with, I knew that I could isolate specific features of Bingo. With the 
extreme contrast at work here creating this chiaroscuro lighting sce-
nario, spot metering off of the highlights and setting my exposure 
manually was the only way to go. Taking a meter reading off of the 
brilliant highlights of Bingo’s mane, I dialed in my exposure, took a 
quick test shot, and went to work. 

Basically, all I needed to do was to follow this stallion until things 
lined up the way I wanted them. This takes patience. Everything has 
to come together at the right time, in the right light, and right in front 

of your lens for this to work. 

Bingo turned his backside to me. With the light coming in at such 
a strong angle, this allowed the side I was on to fall into shadow 
much like the juniper backdrop I was trying to work with. Noticing 
the locks of mane where beautifully lit and contrasted against the 
dark background and now shadowed flank of the stallion, my eyes 
grew wide with discovery and it was at that moment I knew exactly 
what I wanted to capture. 

Luckily, once realized, it didn’t take long for the right situation to un-
fold. A young stallion, what is known as a beta stallion in this harem, 
made an advance on one of the mares behind me. The mare squealed 
and kicked the stallion in the chest with about 1,500 lbs of force. 

Instantly, Bingo whipped his head up and stared back down along 
his flank to see what had happened. This is the harem stallion in the 
group. The alpha male. Any advances on his ladies by some upstart 
stallion that is allowed to hang with this band of horses only because 
of the grace of Bingo, was not going to be tolerated. 

I literally had only one second to make this photograph. Bingo whipped 
his head up and around, took one look at the offensive behavior, and 
spun around to intervene. Galloping at full tilt, he reached the young 
stallion in what seemed measurable only in nanoseconds. Digging 
in his hoofs for braking power, sand sprayed across the offending 
stallion. The message was clear. Do it again, and face my wrath. 

My heart was pounding. If you have ever had the opportunity to work 
with large mammals like this, powerful animals, whose sheer strength 
and muscle pose a real danger, then you understand. But for me, the 
adrenaline pumping through my body was twofold. There was the 
explosive reaction of Bingo of course. But I also knew that within 
that split second of an opportunity, I had nailed the shot I wanted. 

None of this would have possible without two things: pre-setting my 

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 200  | f/4 | 1/640 | 400mm | D800
Much like photographing the crocodile in Honduras, 
capturing this image was all about exposing for the 
highlights. Really, this is the most important part of the 
exposure equation for 99.9% of scenarios that you will 
encounter in the wild. 
Spot metering off of the highlights in this stallion’s mane, I 
set my exposure manually. With one test shot, I was able to 
quickly fine tune my exposure where I wanted it. From there 
it was simply a matter of waiting for the right opportunity to 
present itself. 
Chiaroscuro lighting is all about exploiting situations with 
extreme contrast. Knowing this, and being able to see and 
prepare for the possi-bilities is what will allow you to go far 
with your photography. 
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exposure and pre-visualizing the photograph that I wanted to create. 
All of the variables had to be eliminated. Everything had to be set, 
lined up, and accounted for. Miss one detail, and this moment would 
have been lost. This photograph would never have happened.

NOTES ON EXPOSING FOR SIDE LIGHTING

Working with side lighting can create exposure scenarios that range 
across the entire spectrum of possibilities. As you saw from the pho-
tographs above, in some situations there is only a subtle difference 
between a frontally lit and side lit subject and therefore the expo-
sure remains relatively easy to set. In other situations, the extreme 
amounts of contrast created makes for difficult lighting to work with. 

When I can get away with using 3D Matrix metering, I will use this 
metering mode just about every time. Why? Because it allows me 
to focus on other things. Therefore, when only working with a slight 
amount of side lighting so as to create extra detail in the fur of a big 
horn sheep for instance, I will use this metering mode. 

However, as the lighting becomes trickier due to more intense con-
trast in a scene, spot metering becomes the preferred method. Spot 
metering allows you to make a judgment call and isolate that part of 
your subject or composition that is most important in terms of get-
ting the exposure right. 

But here is the caveat. I never use Aperture Priority or any of the oth-
er "automatic" exposure modes. I shoot 100% of the time in manual. 
If you attempt to use spot metering with Av (aperture priority), you 
will likely be very frustrated.

Some of you who are reading this might be asking, “isn’t all of the 
subject or composition important?” The answer to this is no. Or well, 
at least not in terms of your exposure. The highlights are almost al-
ways the most important part of your photograph. So when dealing 
with a large amount of contrast, you can simply switch over to spot 
metering, and take a reading off of the highlighted portion of your 
subject and set your exposure. This will ensure that you are expos-
ing only for the most important part of the equation while allowing 
the shadows to fall wherever they may. 

The highlights or brightest areas of a composition 
are almost always the most important part of the 
photograph for you to expose for. Anytime you area 
dealing with contrasty situations you will find that 
spot metering and setting your exposure manually 
will give you far more control and quicker results 
than trying to shoot in any other metering mode 
and metering pattern. 
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BACK
LIGHTING
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I love this light. Next to the extreme contrast created from the dance 
of light and shadows within the chiaroscuro style of lighting, photo-

graphing back lit subjects are one of my favorite scenarios to works 
with. 

As  the name implies, back lighting is where the light source is 
coming in from behind your subject. Simple enough. This is how 
silhouettes are made. And therefore, the most important thing that 
you need to keep in mind when it comes to this sort of light is that 
it’s all about drama!

Shooting directly into the sun can be somewhat tricky. Angles are 
everything here (and lens hoods as well!). You have quite a bit to 
consider. There is of course the issue of dealing with a giant ball of 
hydrogen burning in the sky. Second, you have lens flare. Then of 
course there is the issue of exposure and metering. Exactly where 
you place the sun behind your subject (or out of the frame) makes a 
big difference. So too does the overall qualities of your subject dic-
tate what type of effect will be created – think halos. 

SHAPE AND FORM

There is a certain complexity to creating silhouettes that goes well 
beyond simply exposing for the light. The more unique a photograph 
is, the more dramatic the light, the more details that often times need 
to be attended to. 

Probably the most important thing to keep in mind when it comes to 
silhouettes, is that not all subjects are created equally. 

Quite simply, the stronger the profile of the animal, the stronger the 
silhouette will be. You need something that is instantly recognizable. 
A subject that everyone can immediately recognize just by its shape. 
This is all anyone will have to work with. There will be no other visual 
cues as to what you see. A silhouette is little more than a black blob 
against some sort of colorful sky usually. Thus it’s your job to make 

sure that people instantly recognize that black blob. 

Let’s look at it this way. A wild horse facing directly towards you 
and silhouetted by the setting sun is going to look like a black oval 
shape. Sure if you think about it for a minute you might get it. But 
you have to understand that you really only have a split second to 
grab the average person’s attention before you lose them. Likewise, 
a wild horse galloping across an open landscape with mane adrift 
in the wind makes for a fantastic silhouette! It doesn’t matter if you 
grew up with horses, if you own a horse, if you have ever ridden a 
horse. You can instantly recognize this shape of a horse. And it is 
this shape / pose of your subject that will make or break a silhouette. 

Ultimately, this is largely how our eyes and brain work together to be-
gin with. Consider exactly how you are reading this book. Each word 
is technically processed as a shape with a few small clues hidden 
within to tell us exactly what we are looking at. You do not read each 
letter. You view the word in its entirety. Words that you know are 
instantly recognized and processed, allowing you to keep on track 
while reading along at a steady pace. If, however, I were to throw a 
word in that you may not know, something like phantasmorgoria (an 
elaborate succession of dream-like-illusions) or better yet "hippoto-
monstrosequipedaliophobia," then you are forced to slow down and 
work your way through such words, letter by letter, because you do 
not recognize it instantly. 

The same goes with viewing a silhouette. Instant recognition is the 
key to success here, and therefore the pose, and ultimately the shape 
of your subject, means everything.  

By the way, hippotomonstrosequipedaliophobia actually means a 
fear of big words. Whoever named this particular phobia was obvi-
ously a real jackass. 
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The color that I was able to capture in the 
water as this coastal bottlenose dolphin 
surfaced is due to my use of back lighting 
for this scene. This beautiful glow can 
only be captured when photographing 
towards the a low hanging sun. If I had 
chosen to photograph this dolphin with 
the sun at my back, the water would have 
been almost colorless. 
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SIMPLIFY

Simplify, simplify, simplify. This is something of a mantra through-
out this entire book.

Aside from being great words of wisdom for how we should order 
our lives, this is also some of the best advice anyone can give you 
in regards to wildlife photography – and especially when photo-
graphing silhouettes. 

The more elements silhouetted by the sun, the more distracting those 
compositional elements can be. Whereas side lighting is all about 
creating depth and detail with your subjects, silhouetting your subject 
goes in the opposite direction. By its very nature you are flattening 
the scene. This means that the design of the picture space becomes 
as critical as the shape of your subject. 

Think elementally here. The ground becomes a giant flat black blob, 
the sun, a burning sphere. Every element other than the light source 
itself, is going to render completely black. This in turn is going to 
create contrast in areas other than your subject which will pull your 
viewers attention away, allowing one’s eye to wander instead of fo-
cus. The more elements that you add to a silhouette, the more you 
detract from your subject. 

I suggest stepping back and considering each individual “thing” that 
will show up in your composition. Sun, animal, ground, tree, rocks, 
other animals, etc. . . Then size each one up in regards to whether 
or not it helps or detracts from the composition and over all image. 
This is art. Follow your artistic vision. If you feel that other elements 
help the photograph then by all means go for it! The key to success 
though, is just to make sure that you give each one consideration. 
Nothing should ever be in a composition on accident. Each element 
should be well thought out. 

Every photographer would do well to study compositional and design 

Photographing backlit subjects does not 
always mean using the sun as a source of 
light. The moon can also be used to create 
very unique images like this one of a red 
shoulder hawk before sunrise. 
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Simple compositions are often the 
strongest when we use back lighting 
to create silhouettes. All potentially 
distracting elements have been 
removed from the composition. 
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This photograph was achieved by combining 
both back lighting and the use of flash with 
a diffuser. Typically you would find these 
poison dart frogs on the ground. However, 
during breeding season, the females will 
carry her tadpoles, often one at a time, high 
up into the trees where she will deposit 
them in bromiliads. The light that you see 
in the background is actually light comthing 
through the canopy of the forest. 
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theories if they wanted to improve their silhouettes. 

Given that we are boiling things down to their most elemental level 
here – lines, shape, and color – the way in which we order the pic-
ture space is absolutely crucial for successfully working with back 
lighting.

SPACE

Given that the strength of a silhouette is hinged upon the actual 
shape and form of your subject, and any other compositional ele-
ments within your photograph, then the amount of space around 
those elements is another consideration that must be made.

Say we have a duck silhouetted against the golden glow of a reflect-
ed sunset in the water. Behind our duck is a patch of marsh grass. 
We know that when properly exposed, both the duck and the marsh 
grass are going to be black blobs. Given that everything is going to 
be black, if the duck and the marsh touch each other in the compo-
sition, then they are going to become one black blob that is indistin-
guishable. The result with be trash. 

So, the key here is that every single element in the composition must 
be given enough space around it to stand out in a recognizable way 
when silhouetted. The more separation between objects, the better. 
Remember, every facet of the composition needs to be sized up and 
viewed as individual elements. If you cannot get enough separation 
between the objects in your composition, move your feet till you find 
that separation, or wait for your subject to move to a better location. 

BEYOND THE SILHOUETTE

Back lighting is more than just creating silhouettes. Although, mas-
tering silhouettes may very well be one of the more misunderstood 
aspects of wildlife photography (aside from using flash of course). 
Basically, this type of light has almost unlimited creative potential. 
From halos to sun stars, you are, for the most part, only limited by 

the depths of your own creativity here. 

When we are not actually silhouetting our subjects though, our ability 
to control the light, or light source, becomes a bit less rigid. In order 
to retain detail in our subjects, rather than having them fade to black, 
we will inevitably begin blowing out the highlights. For some people, 
this is perfectly acceptable. For others, not so much. Ultimately this 
is a creative decision that you will have to make for yourself. 

Personally, I am perfectly OK with blowing out the highlights in cer-
tain situations. But with this said, these are very much calculated 
scenrios in which I make a conscious decision to do so. This cal-
culated decision is often times the difference between creating art 
and destroying photographs. A very blurred line indeed when put 
only into words on paper. But when seen in action, when understood 
from examples, this makes a lot more sense.

MASTERING THE LIGHT

Much like chiaroscuro, working with backlighting - and specifically 
silhouettes, places all of the artistic emphasis on light. The light it-
self becomes a compositional element that trumps all else. If you 
want to truly begin to understand and see light in new ways that will 
transcend all aspects of your photography, focus your efforts on 
mastering this artitic style of lighting.

Examples

BACKLIT ANOLE ON LEAF

This is an image of an unidentified anole that I photographed down 
in Honduras. While searching for an endemic species of boa con-
strictor that only lived on this island some 30 miles off shore in the 
Caribbean, we found this lizard out sunning himself in the middle of 
the day. Having by now photographed several different species of 
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anoles while on this trip, I had been hoping for an opportunity to cre-
ate one of these types of shots. 

Laying down on my back and sliding up underneath of the leaf, I po-
sitioned myself in such a way so as to take advantage of the midday 
sun that was beaming down through the forest. This little guy had 
sought out the life giving warmth of the sun where a single shaft of 
light struck the leaf. 

Did you catch that? Midday light? Like the crocodile, only different. 
Remember, there is no such thing as bad light - only bad ideas of 
what to do with the light. 

By using the strength of the midday sun to my advantage, I was able 
to produce a cool silhouette of this anole on the leaf. The intensity 
of the light also really brought out the vibrant green of the leaf as 
well as the texture of its fibers. 

A few simple adjustments to my position beneath the lizard and I 
was able to utilize the patterns of the leaf in conjunction with the 
shape and form of the lizard to create a pleasing composition here.  

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 100 | f/4 | 1/320th | 70mm | D800
Photographing this anole was all about capturing the shape 
of the lizard and the patterns of the palm leaf he was 
sunning himself on. To capture this silhouette, I only had to 
spot meter off of brightest area on the leaf. From here I 
set my exposure by adding additional +2/3 (+0.7) stops of 
light which worked perfectly for creating enough contrast 
between the anole and bright sun above that was beaming 
down through the leaf.
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The key thing to keep in mind with this image is that it was midday in 
the tropics, AND this was also done in what was otherwise dappled 
lighting. Due to the given conditions, I chose to search out subjects 
that I could still photograph in the given light and time of day instead 
of calling it quits or taking a hiatus from shooting for several hours. 

This is really important. You see, your photography is only limited by 
your creativity and ability to see possibilities. Dappled lighting is a 
situation that sends most packing. Midday, when the sun is beam-
ing down over head, is also a time when most photographers do not 
shoot. But here is this great photograph made in two of the worst 
photographic situations that we come across in nature and you would 
never know it unless I told you.

You have to learn to be able to see the opportunity in every situation 
– especially when you are in the middle of an expedition to an island 
in the tropics and its not like you can just come back any time you 
want! This is the most important thing that you need to understand 
about light and why that mastering the different types of light is cru-
cial. Situations are always changing. Subjects are fleeting. Of course 
there are times when there is simply nothing that can be done. How-
ever, this is much rarer than you might think. 

Like all backlit situations that I photograph, I shot this in manual 
so that I could fine tune everything the way I wanted it. Sure I could 
have done the exact same thing in both aperture or shutter priority, 
however switching over to manual mode is just intuitive for me and 
gives me ultimate control over all aspects of my exposure.

BLAST OFF AND SUNDROP 

I was hiking along the backside of Pea Island National Wildlife Ref-
uge, on the coast of North Carolina, at sunset when I came across 
this small pothole in the marsh full of a various species of ducks. The 

sun was dropping low in the sky and the pothole was situated square-
ly between me and the setting sun. Now, I could have tried to work my 
way past the pothole and shoot back toward the birds in full sun, but 
given the angle at which I would have been shooting however, there 
was nothing about the composition I liked. I do this for a living. Simply 
finding animals to photograph is not good enough. All of the elements 
have to come together.

The sun would be setting very soon and I knew that the waterfowl in 
this area were not going to roost on these potholes, but instead would 
most likely fly north about 5 miles or so to a different roosting loca-
tion. A flight shot with beautiful evening light on these ducks would 
be pretty nice of course. However, I saw the potential for something 
even better. 

With a little bit of finesse, it was apparent that I could work my way 
in closer to the edge of the pothole and position myself to where the 
birds would be taking off almost directly into the sun. With the prop-
er exposure dialed in, I knew that when the birds took off, it would 
give a strong silhouette and the back lit splash would really pop.

So, right off the bat, I took a mental step back and sized up the scene. 
I noted my different options for light. I considered what I know about 
waterfowl behavior. I anticipated the birds actions. I pre-set my ex-
posure. And I pre-visualized the image that I wanted to make. 

Take a moment to ask yourself, do you do this?

With my mind made up on how I wanted to handle this scenario, I 
worked my way up behind a thick stand of wax myrtles for cover 
so that I could wait out the birds next move. The key to making this 
work would be to anticipate the take off. See, you can easily antici-
pate when waterfowl are going to fly. All you have to do is watch their 
behavior. Typically, when the birds are ready to jump, they will begin 
sizing up the situation much like a pilot would. Wind speed, wind di-
rection, the direction they are going to take off from the water, and 
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their immediate flight path out of the area. As they are doing this, if 
not being scared off the water, they will begin to swim out toward an 
area of open water that gives them the right amount of room to take 
off with leisure. As they are jockeying into position for take-off, the 
birds bob their heads up and down. When you see this, you know to 
get ready!

To make a potentially long story short here, I worked my way into 
place, and waited for the birds to make their move. When that time 
came, I slid out from behind the wax myrtles and locked focus on 
one of the birds. When the duck took off, everything came together 
just as I had hoped. A beautiful silhouette of a black duck lifting off  
off the water, with the glow of the sun amplified by the splash.

BLUE HERON SUNRISE

This next photograph is of a great blue heron standing atop of her 
nest in a palm tree at sunrise. This is a very popular location for 
bird photography with thousands of photographers coming through 

these wetlands each and every year. The great blue heron rookery 
here has been photographed countless times, and for good reason. 
It's an easy shoot. The birds are a guarantee. You are close. You have 
lots of options. And best of all, you have gorgeous light coming in 
on these birds first thing in the morning.

The first couple of days that I worked this rookery, I did so in the typ-
ical fashion much like everyone else. Early morning light streaming 
in on herons close up and full of detail. Then as the light continued 
to rise, I would move on to other subjects. 

The problem with this, however, is that there was nothing new or 
exciting about the photographs. Though these images would make 
a great addition to my stock files for editorial use, I want to make 
art! I want to create. I want to do things differently. I want to visually 
explore my subjects to the fullest extent and figure out how to ap-
proach it differently.

After a couple of days of walking around the place, I had a solid feel 
for what I wanted to do. In the middle of the day, I will quite often 
spend that time exploring new possibilities that I will come back to 
when the light is good. I figure out exactly where the sun will rise 
and set, then work accordingly. I bring my camera with me to make 
snapshots to get an idea if I like the basic concept  and composition 
or not, and then come back when I feel like the light will be the best 
for the image fermenting in my mind.

In this instance, I realized the potential of the nests on the palm trees 
the very first afternoon scouting out the rookery. The second morn-
ing proved to hold a few clouds in the sky which I did not want for 
this shot. Thankfully the third morning unfolded perfectly. 

In order to make this image, I exposed for the sun. This means spot 
metering the sun and setting my exposure manually from there. Nat-
urally I had to stop WAY down in order to control this giant burning 

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 640 | f/6.3 | 1/8000 | 200-400
As with any high contrast photograph, the key to proper 
exposure is to make sure that you set your camera’s 
settings to capture the highlights properly. With no way of 
knowing that this scenario was going to unfold this way, the 
best I was able to do was to manually set my exposure to 
properly render the golden hues of the water - which was 
the brightest area of the scene until the duck flew off. 
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sphere in the sky. 

Technically speaking, I did not actually spot meter directly off the sun. 
Instead, I took a reading right beside the sun. Another option would 
have been to move the sun just out of the viewfinder and then take 
a base reading off of the sky - which is, in these situations, almost a 
perfect midtone. This last option would have allowed me to set my ex-
posure to exactly what the computer in the camera suggested. How-
ever, in my mental worflow, I tend toward focusing on addressing the 
problems of highlights instead of searching out midtones. Both work. 
Both are right. These are just two different ways of arriving at the same 
place in photography, and one is more intuitive for me. 

Once I had my exposure dialed in, it was then just a matter of hurry 
up and wait. Wait for what you might ask? 

I needed a bird actually standing up, and the sun rising up, behind 
her. This is a perfect example of how shape and pose means every-

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 100 | f/13 | 1/4000th|  200-400
The first thing that should stand out to you about the above 
settings is the f/stop. Why, with such a simple composition 
would I chose such a large f/stop? This was all about 
keeping my shutter speed down. 
Given that I was shooting directly into the sun, I could not 
cut enough light to capture a photograph without raising 
my f/stop significantly. There really can be such a thing as 
too much light. 
With an ISO already set to 100, the only thing I could 
do was up my f/stop. Be-cause this is a simple two 
dimensional silhouette, I had nothing to worry about in 
regards to having too much depth of field. So, f/13 it was.
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thing in our silhouettes. Imagine if my bird had been sitting on eggs? 
Would you have known what you were looking at? Would the photo-
graph have had the same sort of impact? Absolutely not. 

By waiting for my great blue heron to stand up and reposition, I was 
able to get enough seperation between her and the top of the palm 
tree. Otherwise, she would have been practically indistinguishable 
from the tree itself and the series of photographs would have gone 
straight to the trash bin. 

OWLET AND HALO

This last photo is of a great horned owl chick, or owlet if you will. I 
made this photograph a few years back at Washington Oaks State 
Park in Florida. While I was photographing the bird rookery in St. Au-
gustine, I got a tip about a great horned owl nest at this state park 
a few miles south (it helps to drink beer around bonfires with park 
biologists at night) and decided the next day that I would make the 

trip south to investigate.

The same biologist who tipped me off to begin with met me at the 
park’s visitor center in the morning. I loaded up some equipment 
in the back of their space age looking golf cart, and was promptly 
whisked away to one of the park’s famous and sprawling live oaks. 

Here, peering over the side of an impossibly large limb that seemed 
to defy physics, as live oaks are so famous for, was a single owlet 
with wide currious eyes and a general fluffball look. I immediately 
set to work sizing up the location.  

Right off the bat, I saw a grocery list of problems. First off, the nest 
was pretty high up. Second, standing in the middle of the branch, it 
was difficult to see much of the bird. And then there was the com-
position. From every direction, the scene was either really cluttered, 
or the background was destroyed from light bleeding in through the 
canopy above. 

The only clean shot that I could find where some element was not 
overwhelming the composition, was from an angle that placed me 
shooting almost directly into the sun. The problem with this howev-
er, was that the situation was certainly not silhouette material. Giv-
en the kind of blob like nature of this baby great horned owl, this just 
wasn’t an option.  

I noticed though, that if I waited about an hour, the sun would con-
tinue to rise and actually line up to create a halo effect around this 
little owlet. 

To keep from silhouetting, and therefore completely loseing my sub-
ject all together as it merged with the surounding environment, I would 
have to light up the front of the owl.

This is something that could be done two ways. The first would be 
simply to expose for the owl itself - an option that would have blown 
out the background. The second way of handling this situation was 

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 400 | f/8 | 1/1600th|  200-400
ISO 400 is something a base setting for me in most 
situations. Great light and everything is ideal? I will start 
out at ISO 400. Of course I adjust from there, but more 
often than not, you will rarely find me less thatn ISO 400. 
There are several different factors that play into this 
for me, but first and fore-most its about shutter speed. 
Though I advocate against working in shutter pri-ority for 
wildlife photography, shutter speed is still an absolutely 
critical component. So in order to keep my shutter speed 
up, I stay very focused on what my ISO is at all times.
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to use a little fill flash to try and open up the shadows across the 
front of the owl. 

As much as I love high key images for their artistic feel, in this situ-
ation, really there was only one thing I could do. Over exposing ev-
erything was just not going to produce a photograph that I wanted 
to create. So, flash it was. 

While waiting for the sun to continue its slow yet unceasing crawl 
into the sky, I went ahead and pulled out my flash, flash bracket, and 
cable. 

After making a few test shots to dial in the flash to the right strength, 
I then waited for the halo to really start to stand out. 

I realize that this particular image kind of jumps a head a couple 
chapters to deal with the use of flash photography. But you see, flash 
is simply a tool to be used in conjunction with other types of light. 
It is a paintbrush if you will, that allows you to creatively expand the 
possibilities. In regards to this photograph of the GHO, it allowed me 
to capture a unique photograph, employing backlighting, that would 
have not been possible otherwise.

EXPOSURE NOTES

Photography is all about light. If you have made it this far in the book, 
then this much should be a given. When it comes to photographing 
back lit subjects and compositions however, the light takes on new 
levels of importance. It is when working with this type of light that 
the light itself actually becomes a compositional element in and of 
itself. You might even look at it as being the subject itself – with all 
other compositional elements used only to compliment the light. 

Typically, in wildlife photography, we are setting our exposures based 
upon what is called the “reflective” light of the scene. The reflective 

light is the light that is literally reflecting off of our subjects and to-
wards our cameras. With backlighting however, we find ourselves 
much more concerned with exposing for the “incident” light – which 
can be thought of the ambient light that is coming directly from the 
light source itself and actually falling on our subjects. Believe it or 
not, these two things are actually different. 

When dealing with situations like this, where the incident or ambi-
ent light is the priority, you may find that it is easier to take full con-
trol of your camera’s exposure by setting things to manual exposure 
– meaning you take all control away from the camera’s computer. 
Instead of your camera’s metering system jumping back and forth 
from the bright light to the darker back lit subject, and returning var-
ied results, you can lock in your f/stop and shutter speed according 
to the light itself and then work to create the composition that you 
are looking for. This actually frees you up to focus on creativity in-
stead of exposure. 

If you chose not to set your exposure manually, then you will need to 
stop your camera from changing its reading of the scene. The best 
way to do this is to use Exposure Lock – which is often times repre-
sented by a button with AE-L on Nikon Cameras or the * on Canon 
Cameras. 

If your DLSR does not have an exposure lock button set, you can 
manually assign this function to a button through the custom func-
tion menu. One you have the desired exposure, you can then lock it 
in with the exposure lock, recompose, and snap the shutter.
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We all know what an overcast day is so there is really no reason 
to go into any sort of explanation regarding a definition of this. 

Cloudy days send many photographers packing. With the general 
absence of light, why bother right? 

Wrong!

Overcast days allow you to expand your photography into realms 
that are just not possible, or are extremely difficult, with any sort of 
direct light. This is why many wildlife photographers actually pre-
fer overcast days to those with sun. 

Why? Because, contrast is no longer a concern. 

As I have explained in the previous sections on light however, con-
trast is not something to shy away from. On the contrary, contrast is 
what allows you to bring your subject to life. Contrast is a creative 
tool.

With that said though, there are situations in which eliminating con-
trast as much as possible is the best solution for overcoming spe-
cific problems. This is really why a mastery of light is so critically 
important – it allows you to solve problems. 

On any given day we are forced to accept whatever type of light that 
the heavens offer up for us. The light is the light, simple as that. 
There is really nothing you can do about it save for the use of flash 
in certain situations. However, understanding the nuances of differ-
ent types of light, their pros and cons, and the illusions they create 
in camera, gives us the mental compass, if you will, to know exactly 
how to approach the day or the subject that we are trying to photo-
graph. 

If you have spent any amount of time behind a camera chasing 
wildlife, you can probably muster up a memory or two of situa-
tions where highlights and shadows just seemed to ruin any and all 
possibilities of creating decent photographs. Maybe shadows fell 

When photographing wildlife in 
forested situations, overcast 
lighting reduces or completely 
removes the contrast that is 
typically created from the light 
shining down through the canopy. 



 67Mastering Light



 68Mastering Light

across faces. Maybe backgrounds were too bright and seemed to 
constantly distract from your subject. These situations are exactly 
when the diffused light of an overcast day becomes just what the 
doctor ordered.

One situation in which an overcast sky more often than not trumps 
any other type of lighting scenario is when photographing in a for-
est. Quite often, soft diffused light from cloud cover is the only type 
of light that will allow you to photograph in the forest. There are, of 
course, exceptions to the rule as the dappled lighting created by 
shafts of sunlight beaming down through the breaks in the canopy 
can create truly dramatic and stunning photographs. However, these 
situations are rare. 

On a hot summer day, the cool shade of a tree in the noontime sun is 
one of those little luxuries that is not soon forgotten. However, from 
the perspective of light, rarely do trees cast a solid shadow. More of-
ten than not you have a mix of shadow and light due to small gaps in 
between branches and leaves. Photographically speaking, there is a 
significant amount of dynamic range between that light and shadow 
– more than your camera will most likely be able to handle.

Another excellent example of this would be an egret rookery. 

On a day in full sun, you will find a snarling disarray of hot spots and 
dark shadows falling across your subjects. This zebra striping, if you 
will, adds to the confusion of an already chaotic situation. 

This is something of an issue because the physical nature of an egret 
rookery is a tangled mess to begin with. Sticks and twigs, leaves, 
eggs, chicks, and adults all stand before you in a swirling vortex of 
entropy. Add to this the chaotic mixture of light and shadows falling 
across the sprawling disorder of a rookery and you will find no limit 
to the frustration of attempting to simplify a composition and create 
focus on your subject.

Come back to this same rookery the following day when cloud cov-
erage dominates the sky and suddenly you have eliminated the one 
overwhelming variable that you actually have some control over - 
which is contrast. 

In this scenario, utilizing overcast light to reduce or eliminate contrast 
solves two distinct problems for you. First and foremost, it solves 
the problem of exposure. Secondly it allows us to simplify our com-
position. Can I get away with saying it again? Simplify, simplify, sim-
plify. Who knew Thoreau would be so relevant to photography!

We use overcast days to photograph those subjects that contrast 
would otherwise render impossible. Remember, just because you don’t 
see the sun, does not mean that it's night outside! The light is still there. 
The difference is that with the overcast skies, this light is now being 
diffused and scattered. By diffusing and scattering the light, you no 
longer have extreme highlights. And all would be shadows are filled 
in. Much like the way that frontal lighting is used to evenly light one 
side of your subject, overcast lighting evenly lights EVERYTHING.

A cloudy day is not just a cloudy day. There are many degrees to just 
how overcast and how cloudy the sky is. When the clouds are laden 
with water and the forecast is for a high probability of snow or rain, 

Considerations:
1. Shoot subjects that you normally could not with  
  direct sunlight
2. Diffuses light and scatters it evenly to fill in  
  shadows
3. The best conditions for photographing in forests
4. Best light for rookeries
5. Best light for macro work and extreme closeups 
  of wildlife
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Photographing this jumping viper in 
the lowland rainforest of Honduras, 
was made significantly easier 
thanks to the overcast skies. The 
contrast created from shadows 
and highlights can often times 
be extremely difficult to work 
with when photographing smaller 
subjects like this. Macro work is 
always easier in overcast. 
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Despite the fact that I created this image 
on an overcast day, you can see a small 
amount of rim lighting around these 
burrowing owl chicks. The clouds diffused 
the light enough so that I could capture 
this rim lighting while still keeping the 
shadows open on the fronts of the birds.
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you will probably find that the light is extremely low. 

These clouds are denser and lower in the sky. You will find that pho-
tographing in these conditions can be pretty difficult due to the ab-
sence of enough light to allow for fast enough shutter speeds for 
many types of wildlife situations. To compensate, you must crank 
up your ISO. By cranking up your ISO, you introduce noise to your 
photograph. Modern cameras handle this scenario quite well, how-
ever, when we begin to raise our ISO above 1000, its very important 
to keep in mind the notion of “exposing to the right.” 

Unfortunately, this concept of “exposing to the right,” goes beyond 
the scope of this book. However, to get you pointed in the right di-
rection, this means that you set your exposure so as to push the bulk 
of the information on your histogram to the right side – but without 
overexposing your highlights. 

As noted above, situations in which you want to exploit overcast days 
are those where you need to eliminate contrast. Rookeries are great 
examples of this, as are any situations where you are photographing 
inside of a forest. In full sun, forested situations create dappled light-
ing. Dappled lighting creates the most extreme forms of contrast that 
you have to deal with and can be very tricky to work with. Bring on an 
overcast sky, and viola! You no longer have to worry about contrast.

Here is the thing though, in order to photograph in these conditions you 
MUST understand how you’re metering system functions and how ex-
posure works. Remember, your metering system is going to be based 
on an exposure for 18% gray (sorry, this didn’t go away just because 
we began shooting digitally). 

Picture the world in black and white. Now imagine that your camera 
will always tend to expose for a fence sitting, middle of the road sort 
of grey when you either allow it to set the exposure for you, or you set 
your exposure to the "middle" or "zero" on the light meter in the vew-
finder. 
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If you metered off the snow and let the camera choose what the ex-
posure will be, the snow will be rendered 18% grey. Likewise, a black 
bear will become 18% grey. That is, unless you tell your camera oth-
erwise. This is where exposure compensation comes in to play for 
those who are shooting in automatic modes such as aperture priority 
or shutter priority. 

Like understanding how to read and expose for a propper histogram, 
the nuances of your camera's light meter is also beyond the scope of 
this book. 

So, in an overcast situation, a situation where light is already lacking, 
you will always need to add light to your exposure to degree. This 
of course can be done via manual exposure or setting your expo-
sure compensation. A good rule of thumb on an overcast day is to 
go ahead and dial in +.7 stop of exposure compensation for a Nikon 
system or +1.3 for a Canon system. You can tweak your exposure 
from there of course depending upon the actual amount of light that 
is making it through those clouds, but this will at least get you start-
ed in the right direction. 

When photographing wildlife in overcast light, there are two things 
you will want to keep out of the composition in 95% of situations 
you will come across. Occasionally you can work with these two el-
ements given the right scenario to create high key artistic images. 
However, by and large, when the sun is hidden behind the clouds, 
you want to eliminate both the SKY and any WATER from your com-
position. 

Keeping the sky and water out is quite important for several differ-
ent reasons. In overcast situations it is necessary to increase your 
exposure and allow more light in to properly expose your subject. 
Naturaly, your subject will be darker than the sky or water that is 
reflecting the sky. This shouldn't come as a suprise. The sky is the 
light source. The water almost perfectly reflects that. Your subject, 

on the other hand, is a solid object. And to properly expose for your 
subject, you will need to add light to your exposure. 

When you add light to expose for the subject, you will inevitably bright-
en the sky or water as well. Remember that our eyes always gravitate 
towards the brightest areas of a photograph. This doesn't necessar-
ily mean those areas will be pure white. Just that those areas will be 
brighter than the rest of the composition. And as a result, a the sky 
or water will grab the attention of the viewer and distract from the 
subject. 

Therefore, when it comes to photographing in this sort of light, it’s 
a really good rule of thumb to compose without the sky or water in 
the photograph. Sometimes this may mean that you forgo taking 
the photograph all together. More often than not though, it simply 
means that you must move around and find a different vantage point 

When working with wildlife in the snow, the only 
way to consistently nail your exposure every time 
is to learn how to photograph in manual and with 
spot metering. By spot metering directly off of the 
brightest part of the snow and then setting your 
exposure so as to make this tonal value as bright 
as possible without blowing out (overexposing) your 
whites will guarantee you hit your exposure dead 
on every single time. The vast majority of the time, 
the brightest area of your composition is the most 
important when it comes to setting your exposure. 
So by spot metering off of this spot and setting your 
exposure accordingly, everything else will fall in place. 
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or composition that excludes these features. 

Like every situation in this book where I state that you do or do not 
want to do something in specific, I am stating this as a rule of thumb. 
Rules are meant to be broken. However, you cannot successfully 
break these rules without first understanding the ins and outs of 
them, why they work, and therefore when might be the right time to 
successfully break them.

HIGH KEY

High Key

High key photograph is the one consistent example of when sky and 
water can be your best friend in an overcast situation. Like chiar-
oscuro lighting, this is a creative measure of showcasing the beau-
ty of the natural world in ways not possible with other light. But un-
like chiaroscuro, the opportunities to pull this off are infinitely more 
abundant and the whole thing is considerably easy to do. 

High key photograph is where we purposefully blow out the high-
lights surrounding our subjects to create a brilliant portrait of our 
animal. Although you don’t have to isolate the subject with white, it 
is quite often the simplest, and the most compelling way to handle 
the situation. 

Let’s say we have a bird sitting, or standing, in the water on an over-
cast day. If we properly expose for the subject, we will inevitably be-
gin to “clip” or blow out our highlights. If we open up our exposure 
even more, however, we will. And THAT is the point. 

With high key photography, we want white, we want blown out skies 
and featureless bright white water. 

In trying to picture this, consider a blank white canvas sitting on an 
easel before you. Now you want to convey a painting of an animal. 
But you want it simplistic. This isn’t going to be some grand Carl 

Rungius depiction, or Albert Bierstadt's "Among the Sierra Nevada." 
This is elemental. Basic. Your subject surrounded by a sea of white. 
Nothing distracts. 

If you are familiar with the biodiversity project known as Meet Your 
Neighbor, this produces as very similar look and feel. 

Such photographs work very well when it comes to fine art hanging 
on the wall. You are showcasing your subject. Nothing more. And 
art buyers LOVE it. 

EXAMPLES

RED FOX IN SNOW

What is it about red foxes in the snow that is just so intoxicating? 
I know of few other animals that as soon as I think about them, I 
just start to drool over the idea of finding them in the snow. 

Well such was the thought that was on my mind after finishing up a 
winter workshop in Yellowstone in 2015. Having had the opportuni-

As a general rule of thumb, there are two things 
that you should keep out of your composition 
when photographing in overcast light: the sky and 
water. Our eyes are always drawn towards the 
brightest areas of a photograph. Skies and water 
will be very bright when the subject is exposed 
for properly and will compete with your subject 
for the viewers attention thereby weakening or 
destroying the photograph. 
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ty to photograph 4 red foxes in the snow during the workshop, I was 
still itching for more opportunities and so after dropping folks off at 
the Bozeman, MT airport, I swung my vehicle south and headed for 
Grand Tetons National Park. 

Knowing that there had been a couple of foxes hanging out around 
Jackson Lake hoping to take advantage of the ice fisherman, I began 
the 4 hour drive south. 

Spending the first afternoon there at the lake searching for this fox, I 
had only a brief glimpse of a vixen as she momentarily popped out of 
the woods. When I say brief, I mean no photographs. And as quickly 
as she had stepped from the forest and into the open, she faded back 
into the shadowy recesses of the Douglas fir and subalpine spruce. 

The following morning I was back at the lakeside an hour before sun-
rise. I had barely put the vehicle into park before I caught a glimpse 
of the fox again, who this time, showed no signs of going anywhere.

Working my way in to the fox slowly, I was able to approach to about 
30 feet. Situating myself at a lower elevation than the fox allowed 
me to work from an eye level vantage without actually having to lay 
down in the snow all morning. Over the course of the pursuing hours, 

I burned up about 40 gigs of photographs on this fox as she hunted, 
dug up old caches of food, and curled up to nap in the snow. 

With this photograph, there is something soft, intimate, and gentle 
about it. Oftentimes, depending upon the subject I am photograph-
ing, I will try to work with these sort of adjectives in mind. Some spe-
cies are powerful, fierce, and dangerous. Others are soft, or elegant.

With this in mind, the soft light of the overcast day worked wonders 
for creating the mood of this photograph. Imagine for a moment if 
this shot would have been taken in the sun. Sure I could have sim-
ply spot metered off the brightest highlights in the snow. However, 
next to the forest like this, the scene would have been a chaotic mix 
of light and shadows. Not to say that this would not have worked, 
just that the shadows would have added tension to the photograph. 
And given the soft, elegant feel of this composition, I believe that the 
shadows would have hurt the photograph significantly. 

Working with certain types of light is not always about overcoming 
specific challenges in a scene. Sometimes, those types of light al-
low us to help communicate the intangible stuff through our photo-
graphs. The soft even lighting of this situation is what allows for the 
overall soft intimate feel of the scene. Contrast has been completely 
eliminated. There are no highlights to distract. No shadows to con-
ceal. The result is a completely different mood and ambiance than 
would have been possible with full sun.

SNOWY EGRET. MONKEY ISLAND, NORTH CAROLINA

Standing on the bow of my boat, I was bobbing up and down in the 
slight wind chop that was blowing in out of southwest and wrapping 
around this end of the island. Hand holding long lenses in this sort 
of scenario is always tricky business, but its more productive than 
trying to steady your rig on a tripod as the boat falls out from under 

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 2500 | f/4 | 1/600 | 600mm
So why ISO 2500? Because this fox was fast and the light 
was low! Though this photograph looks as if I may have 
roused this red fox from its day bed, this was very much 
not the case. I had been following this fox for some time by 
this point, and with the dark heavy clouds hanging overhead 
spitting snow off and on, I needed a high ISO to keep my 
shutter speed up fast enough to freeze the moment for 
when the fox decided to up and move on again. 
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you with the trough of each wave. 

This is one of my all-time favorite places on Earth to photograph 
wading birds. There are other, better rookeries in the southeast. But 
at this one, rest assured, I will always be the only photographer, and 
the only human for that matter. 

Rookeries are exciting places to photograph. Birds are everywhere. 
Even approaching this island seems like you are stepping back in 
time to a sort of Lost World, with a constant stream of birds flying 
in and out, and hundreds more circling the island at all times. It’s a 
great place. It’s a subject rich environment. Seemingly wherever you 
point your lens, you are going to find a bird in your viewfinder. 

Yet the very things that make a rookery exciting to photograph, are 
the same things that can make a rookery very difficult to photograph 
as well. All of these subjects equate to chaos. The sticks, the leaves, 
the birds, the feathers, the white washed guano painted everything . 
. . it all adds up to creating one cluttered mess. 

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 640 | f/7.1 | 1/2000 | 200-400
Depth of field is to a certain degree a function of the distance 
of your lens to your subject. This means that the closer you 
are to your subject, the more depth of field you will need to 
create sharp photographs. Given the distance of this snowy 
egret to the end of my lens, I had to stoop down in order to 
create the neccesary depth of field needed to bring this entire 
bird into focus. If the bird had been twice the distance that it 
was, I could have accomplished the same results with f/4. 
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For this reason, while at rookeries, the name of the game is to sim-
plify. And just as you want to simplify your composition, you also 
want to simplify your light as well. All of those potentially distracting 
elements only further add to the chaos by creating contrasting ele-
ments to contend when the sun is out. Highlights and shadows add 
to the mix of “things” you have to account for and try to figure out 
ways to work around. 

This is where overcast light comes in to play. 

Much like the earlier discussion about photographing bears in for-
ests, anytime we are photographing into trees, canopies, etc. . . over-
cast lighting is going to help you simplify the lighting scenario. By 
removing the contrast, by removing the bright spots, the dark shad-
ows, the zebra stripes that will fall across the scene, you can focus 
your viewer’s attention just on your subject. This is important when 
working in a cluttered situation. Simplify the composition, simplify 
the lighting, and use very shallow depths of field in order to bring out 
our subjects. This is kind of a mantra for rookery photography. 

When I am photographing at a rookery like this I approach these sites 
with certain key ideas in mind. If it’s sunny outside, I will try to find 
a stunning chiaroscuro opportunity or photograph birds in flight. If I 
want to get down to the business of photographing the goings on of 
the rookery, the chicks on the nest, or adults performing their nuptial 
dances, I will opt for an overcast day 99% of the time.

BARRED OWL. LAKE MARION, SOUTH CAROLINA. 

I love boats. I have spent my entire life fishing, commuting, working, 
and photographing from boats. They have come to define me as 
much as wildlife photography has since I was a child. 

I also love owls. I mean, who doesn’t right? So when you tell me that 
I can come to South Carolina and spend a few days on a boat pho-

tographing owls deep in the swampy fringes of Lake Marion, I’m 
going to be packed and pulling out of my driveway before we get 
off the phone. 

This photograph of a barred owl stands as an excellent example of 
how the definitions of the different types of light can be somewhat 
hazy. Things are not always so black and white when working with 
this type of light simply because not all cloudy days are created 
equally. The thickness of the clouds and the height of those clouds 
all make a difference in terms of how that the light will affect our 
subject and the landscape around it. And the thinner the clouds, the 
more obvious the direction of the sun. 

This is where photographing in overcast conditions gets interesting. 
Remember, the primary benefit of clouds is that it diffuses light, which 
in terms cuts down on the contrast. But contrast in and of itself is not 
a bad thing. Contrast creates depth, detail, and dimension. Its just that 
sometimes there is too much contrast. So what happens when you 
have a light overcast of thin clouds that is thick enough to diffuse light 
and fill in some shadows, but thin enough to still create catch light in 
eyes and lightly define shadows? You have nirvana. 

This type of light is incredible to work in. You can photograph front 
lit, side lit, and back lit scenarios. All of which will provide you with 
the benefits typically associated with those types of light, but with a 
subdued effect that allows you to do things simply not possible oth-
erwise. Some argue that this is the ultimate general purpose wildlife 
photography lighting. It really is the best of all possible worlds. 

With this particular situation, I was able to maneuver the boat around 
the bird in order to find the best possible background that I could. 
In this case, it was a dense stand of cypress trees some 50 yards 
away. This also happened to coincide with the diffused frontal light-
ing which in turn helped to saturate the beautiful spring green colors 
of the cypress swamp. The soft light also helps to create a slightly 
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ethereal feel which works well with the delicate feather needles of the 
cypress tree. 

Out of all of this though, ultimately it was the background that was the 
most important facet to this equation for me. You see, the cypress tree 
that this barred owl was hanging out in was situated some 50 yards 
off the edge of the main swamp along the fringe of the lake. It was 
literally open water around this tree – which stood maybe 8 feet from 
the top of the water. For this reason, all but one angle left me with a 
background that was too distracting. Instantly realizing this, we made 
our way cautiously to the right angle in order to take advantage of this 
gorgeous background and slowly worked our way into to a shootable 
distance.

EXPOSURE NOTES

The most important thing to keep in mind when photographing in 
overcast conditions is that you will always need to adjust your ex-
posure so as to ADD more light. Very rarely will you encounter a sit-
uation in this type of light where your camera’s meter - even in 3D 
matrix (Nikon) or evaluative (Canon) metering modes will set or sug-

gest the exposure properly. 

Our camera’s metering systems are still based upon the concept of 
setting a base exposure of 18% grey. Given the overall flat and even 
tonality to the light on overcast days, our camer-as will always tend to 
underexpose unless we tell it not to. By telling it not to I mean that we 
increase the exposure either with exposure compensation if you are 
using aperture priority mode, or adjust exposure / aperture / ISO if you 
are shooting in manual exposure mode. 

Nikon and Canon have different metering systems. Neither is better or 
worse, just slightly different in how that it arrives at the exposure. So 
with this said, understand that the amount of light that you must add 
will vary depending upon which system you are using. 

Most photographers find it easier to think in terms of starting points. Its 
always nice when you can  move your starting point closer to the finish 
line right? So when photographing on overcast days, go ahead and dial 
in:

Nikon = “+1”  value of exposure compensation

Canon = “+1.7” value of exposure compensation

Obviously not all overcast situations are created equally in terms of the 
amount of ambient light you are working with. Additionally, your subject 
will also effect your exposure as well - are you photographing a black 
bear or a polar bear? Both of these will require a different ex-posure if 
they dominate the frame. However, dialing in a base exposure will more 
often than not get you close to your desired results with most situations. 
Often times it will be dead on. Other times, you will need to take a test 
shot, check your histogram, and adjust your exposure compensation 
up or down from there to account for the unique set of conditions and 
variables that you are working with. 

Exposure Breakdown
ISO 1600 | f/4 | 1/800 | 600mm
Landscape photographers are not the only ones that need to 
create three dimensions with their compositions. This is just 
as important in wildlife photography. So for this photograph 
I chose an aperture of f/4 in order to create an image with 
very shallow depth of field to help create a three dimensions 
space. Though this may seem counter intuiative at first, the 
reason that I chose such as large aperture was because 
I wanted to utilize the cypress feathers in the foreground 
to create a foreground element, but I did not want them to 
compete with the owl itself for my viewers attention. 
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If you take away nothing else from this book, understand that light is a creative tool. 
Each and every type of light that you will encounter out there has it’s strengths and 
weaknesses. There is no such thing as bad light. The only thing that holds you back
on any given day with your photography, is the limits of your own creativity.

TAKE 
AWAY
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