IN THE
FRAME
Wildlife is notoriously difficult to photograph,
but with a little preparation anyone can
improve the end result. Tor McIntosh spoke
to professional photographers Jonathan and
Angela Scott, Daisy Gilardini and Andrew
Parkinson to learn the secrets of the trade
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COMPOSITION
One of the first principles that any budding wildlife
photographer must learn in order to create wellbalanced and interesting photos is how to compose a
photograph and the best way to put this into practice is
to follow the ‘rule of thirds’. By imagining that your
viewfinder is a grid split into nine equal spaces this
compositional rule recommends that you place the
focal point of your photograph on one of the four
intersecting lines on this imaginary grid – this ensures
subjects are not placed directly in the middle of the
frame and horizons do not cut through the centre of
your photograph. However, Daisy recommends setting
aside hard-and-fast compositional rules – “remember
that rules are made to be broken” – and suggests that
you should focus on simplicity; she encourages
photographers to play with lines, shapes, forms,
textures and colours if they want to create a wellcomposed image.
The most popular photographs of wildlife tend to be
portraits, but Daisy stresses that it’s important to make
sure a subject’s eyes are sharp and open, and, if
possible, she recommends trying to catch the highlight
in the eyes of your subject to help them stand out.
Jonathan has learnt from his wife Angela, who he

believes to be the more creative of the pair, how to take
interesting portrait shots. “One tip she has taught me is
to crop in tighter on an animal’s face; she often crops
off the head of her subject to emphasise the eyes.”
However, limiting your wildlife photography to
portraits is not the answer to producing professionalstandard images. Andrew believes that by setting your
subject in the context of its natural environment is vital
for telling its story and, as Daisy adds, this technique is
also a good way to give a sense of scale. For example,
she will include a person in a photograph of a penguin
rookery to show how small the penguins are and the
vastness of the rookery.
It can be tempting to always shoot from the same
vantage point, either standing up or, if you’re on safari,
from the roof hatch of a jeep. But remember to always
change position. Daisy often moves around her subject
to catch different aspects, backgrounds and lighting,
whereas Jonathan and Angela try to decide their
vantage point in advance, depending on what they plan
to be shooting – a high perspective (such as from a roof
hatch) is perfect for capturing a pride of lions flanked
around a kill, but to make a single male lion look
impressive they’ll shoot from a lower angle, using a
waist-level finder (WLF), to get eyeball-to-eyeball with
the subject.

Far left: Khali the
lioness (a member of
the Marsh Pride)
stands watch over one
of her four 10-weekold cubs. Above:
Guanacos cross the
beach of Del Toro Lake
in Torres del Paine
National Park,
Patagonia, Chile
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Above: two young
lions on Paradise
Plain, part of a
coalition of six males
that dominate the lion
territories in the
Mara. Far right, top: a
young hanuman
langur leaps through
Bandhavgarh’s forest.
Far right, below: a
grizzly bear hunts for
salmon in Katmai
National Park, Alaska
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LIGHTING
Wildlife photography and lie-ins rarely go hand-in-hand
due to the need to get up early to benefit from the socalled ‘golden hours’ of light. But how early is ‘early’?
According to both Andrew and Daisy you should prepare
to be on location one hour before/after sunrise/sunset
because not only does the warm saturated light of these
‘magic minutes’ produce rich and vibrant tones, early
morning and evening are when wildlife tends to be most
active. With many years experience shooting in Africa the
Scotts are attuned to how quickly the sun can become too
harsh and create too much contrast. “[In the Maasai
Mara] the first 10 minutes and the last 10 minutes are
amazing for side light and backlight,” explains Angela.
The couple also suggest that these cooler times of the day
are perfect for capturing predators hunting, which
creates ideal photo opportunities.
Although it’s tempting to use a flash when light levels
dip too low, either during the evening or on overcast
days, it’s not a recommended means to light a subject in
the wild as even the smallest flash unit can disturb an
animal or bird. Jonathan stresses that not only can flash

frighten an animal, particularly nocturnal animals with
light-sensitive eyes, but the beam of light may
inadvertently reveal your subject to the dangers of
predators. He suggests that it’s much better to use
ambient light and learn how to make your camera more
sensitive to light by using a fast lens (such as f/1.8-f/4)
and a high ISO setting (800-3200).
A mistake that many amateur photographers make is to
pack away their cameras the moment the sun disappears
behind the clouds and the appealing blue skies turn a
miserable, featureless grey. Don’t fall into this trap. After
recently spending three months photographing foxes
Andrew found that he preferred to shoot in overcast
conditions: “[On cloudy days] there are no troublesome,
harsh shadows as the clouds work as a giant soft filter,
therefore all the images have a lovely, even tone,”
he explains.

LOCATION
Choosing where you want to travel for the type of
wildlife you’d like to encounter can be a tricky decision.
Research in the early stages is essential as you want to
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Many amateur photographers
pack away their cameras the
moment the sun disappears and
appealing blue skies turn grey.
Don’t fall into this trap
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ensure that wherever you decide to visit has the right
ingredients for wildlife photography. For Daisy her
check-list has four requirements: an abundance of
wildlife, easy access, no hunting permitted and the
location must be a protected area. For Angela and
Jonathan it’s as simple as seeking out “great landscapes
and spectacular wildlife”. Andrew looks for somewhere
remote and wild that offers great light, fantastic
subjects and no other people (or photographers!). This
doesn’t necessarily mean heading for an exotic or farflung location as Andrew’s ideal location is Hermaness
National Nature Reserve on the Shetland Islands.
But the research doesn’t stop once you’ve chosen
your desired location. If you wonder how the likes of
the Scotts, Daisy and Andrew manage to capture such
incredible photographs of wild animals it’s because
they’ve done their homework and have learnt
everything they can possibly know about the subjects
they plan to photograph. “Only by doing this [research]
will you be able to predict and anticipate action while
on location,” explains Daisy.
With zoologist Jonathan by her side Angela doesn’t
have to venture far to learn about behavioural patterns
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of African wildlife, but she also values the knowledge
and expertise of local guides who know their area
inside-out and can reveal hidden opportunities to keen
wildlife photographers.
Locations with extreme weather conditions, either
very cold or very hot, can cause numerous problems for
both photographer and camera equipment. A veteran of
38 expeditions to the polar regions, Daisy knows a
thing or two about shooting in extreme sub-zero
conditions and her best advice is make sure you’re welldressed. “If you’re cold you won’t be comfortable and
you won’t be able to focus on shooting,” she says.
“Dress in layers in order to regulate the temperature of
your body… [and] keep your extremities warm.” To
keep her hands warm she uses gloves with finger tip
openings that allow her to operate the camera.
Jonathan also recommends keeping your camera and
lenses safe from moisture and ensuring you have a
surplus supply of batteries as they discharge quickly in
extremely cold conditions.
At the other end of the weather spectrum, dry and
dusty conditions can also be a nightmare for cameras
and lenses. Dust can easily get onto your camera’s

sensor, so Jonathan advises not to change lenses while
out in the field and, if possible, suggests using two
camera bodies fitted with two key lenses, such as a
wide angle and a telephoto lens, and to always attach a
lens cap while in transit.

EQUIPMENT
It can be very tempting to buy shiny new camera
equipment just before heading off on your travels.
However, it’s equally important to ensure that you
purchase any new equipment well in advance so you
have plenty of time to get to know your camera’s
settings and lenses intimately. Once in the field you will
need to act quickly when faced with a fleeting photo
opportunity, so there’s no time to be fumbling with
unfamiliar camera dials. According to the Scotts you
should know your camera and lenses “as if they were
part of your being.”
Before selecting what to include in your camera bag,
think carefully about your requirements as a wildlife
photographer. To prevent unnecessary disturbance you
will need a camera that isn’t too noisy when the shutter

Above left: the elusive
leopard is more
difficult to find as it is
a nocturnal predator.
Top: southern
elephant seal pups,
Falkland Islands.
Above: caught on
camera, a shag at
Hermaness on Unst in
the Shetland Islands

147

WILDLIFE PHOTOGRAPHY

BIOGRAPHY

Here: sibling rivalry between two
young and playful Bengal tigers. Below
left: polar bear hug at Wapusk National
Park, Manitoba, Canada

JONATHAN AND ANGELA SCOTT
Based in Kenya, Jonathan and
Angela spend much of their time
photographing and drawing African
wildlife. The well-travelled couple
host wildlife safaris around the
globe where you can learn more
about taking great wildlife photos.
They have both individually won
the prestigious Wildlife
Photographer of the Year Award.
www.jonathanangelascott.com

professional photographers what would be the bare
minimum of kit they would take on a wildlife
adventure: Daisy would pack two camera bodies and
two lenses (70-200mm and 200-400mm); between
them the Scotts would take four camera bodies and
three lenses (16-35mm, 70-200mm and 500mm),
plus 1.4x and 2x lens extenders; Andrew would
include a camera body, a 200-400mm lens and a 1.4x
lens extender. And they all agree a sturdy tripod
would be on their list.
Although in many wildlife photography situations
it’s not essential to get yourself kitted out in full
camouflage gear – unless, like Andrew, you like to
conspicuously lie in fields in the early hours waiting
to photograph brown hares or foxes – it’s a good idea
to pack comfortable, breathable, non-rustling
clothing in neutral colours. It can be tempting to
pack clothes and camera equipment for every
possible weather condition or photo opportunity, but
try to pack as lightly as possible.
“If your backpack [or camera bag] starts to become
too heavy it will limit your mobility and slow you
down, which is crucial in wildlife photography,”
warns Daisy.
These are a number of ways you can easily improve
your wildlife photography, but if you want to
remember an easy rule for successful snapping then
follow Daisy’s simple ‘3P’ rule: passion, patience and
perseverance. Good luck!
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DAISY GILARDINI
After falling in love with
Antarctica during her first trip
there in 1997, Daisy has spent her
career photographing the
landscape and wildlife of the polar
regions. With 15 polar expeditions
to Antarctica and 23 to the Arctic,
Daisy sees her work as “extreme
adventure” and is an expert at
photographing wildlife in remote
places, in sub-zero temperatures.
www.daisygilardini.com
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is released. In order to get as close as possible to your
subject it’s also essential to have a telephoto lens, but
do remember to pack a wide-angle lens too for those
shots that show a subject in its environment. When
purchasing a telephoto lens consider one with Image
Stabilisation (IS), which can help prevent camera
shake. With large lenses attached to your camera
body you will also need to borrow, buy or hire a
sturdy tripod (an alternative to a tripod is a bean
bag, which is lightweight, compact and easy to stuff
into your camera bag).
To help you decide what to pack we asked our

ANDREW PARKINSON
Over the past decade Andrew has
photographed wildlife throughout
the world, but recently his work
has focused on the wildlife in
Britain’s remote areas. His study of
gannets, which he photographed on
the northernmost tip of the
Shetland Islands over three
months, will appear in National
Geographic in 2012.
www.andrewparkinson.com

