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Introduction


Ilove being outside in nature.


About fifteen years ago I decided that I would take a camera when I was out walking or visiting local gardens to record some of the things I was seeing and the rest, as they say, is history. Much of my free time since then (often with two children in tow) has been spent trying to photograph the flowers and gardens I see in a way that comes close to representing their true beauty, and this isn’t easy. Part of this journey has been learning to edit my photos on a computer so that I can bring light levels and colours back to the way I observed them in nature.
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Honeybee on white borage flowers.





The stillness required to closely observe and find the best composition means that you become totally immersed in nature and are able (usually) to forget the rest of the world, if only for a few seconds. More and more people are turning to photography in this and similar ways to improve their mental health and well-being and I cannot recommend the benefits enough. As a teacher, I’m fully aware that no one person can know everything and I still feel that I’m on a journey with my photography but I also feel that I’ve learnt enough to know what I like and enjoy, and want to photograph more. When Covid-19 hit I invested a lot of time replanting my own garden and am proud that some of my favourite photos were taken there.


Not everyone is lucky enough to have a garden but we can all be close to nature, even if that means a botanical garden in the middle of a city or some pots on a balcony. During the winter months I visit local florists and buy flowers to photograph indoors. Even this can bring some cheer to the dark winter.


I hope some of the ideas in this book will inspire you and that your time spent taking photographs of flowers and plants will bring you joy, as it does me.


Each chapter of this book will conclude with a selection of flowers, plants or garden landscapes that may be available to photograph in each particular month, depending of course on where you live and the climate. All of these photos were taken in the month that they are listed in and plants are usually labelled with their botanical name to avoid the confusion with the myriad of common and regional names that now exist.




CHAPTER 1


Equipment and Setting up your Camera




You can love a good camera the same way that you can love a good fountain pen. It moulds to your hands in the same way and just feels right. It will not make you a better photographer, but it might make you use it more and, critically, with more care. However, regardless of your choice of camera, the way to take good pictures is by looking. If you cannot see the shot then neither will the lens.


MONTY DON





In this chapter I’ll discuss the equipment that I use to get the most out of my flower and garden photography, but it’s never been my aim to ‘exclusivize’ garden photography and to this end I’ll try to cover everything, including budget options. I’ll also discuss how you can use just a mobile phone and still get great photos.


Finally, I’ll talk about the basics of setting up your camera, with a brief explanation of shutter speed, aperture and ISO, as a secure understanding of these will make a big difference to your approach to flower and plant photography.
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Cosmos bipinnatus in evening light.





CAMERAS


If you’re reading this book it’s likely that you’ll have a digital interchangeable lens system camera, be it a DSLR (a single lens reflex camera with an optical viewfinder) or a mirrorless camera (with an electronic viewfinder or screen), although almost everything within the following chapters will work for film cameras (excepting obviously the digital post-processing) and mobile phones.
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I took this photo of a rambling rose in a cemetery using my mobile phone as it was the only camera I had with me at the time. I edited it using Snapseed, which is a great free app for mobile phone editing, and is fairly straightforward to use.





There are pros and cons for both mirrorless and DSLR cameras and I’ll discuss those here briefly, but for me it’s important that flower and garden photography should not mean an equipment upgrade and if you’ve bought your camera within the last ten years and it functions properly, it should be more than suitable.


There has been rather a ‘pixel race’ in recent years as camera companies have tried to persuade the camera-buying public that the more megapixels (MP) the better. In reality, pixel count is not really that important unless you’ll be printing your photos at large sizes, such as A3 or above, or wanting to crop into an image a great deal in the edit. A camera or phone that has 8MP or above is usually more than ample to print at A4 size, or 8 × 10 inches (the size of many frames) and for sharing on social media or via email 1MB is more than enough. If you have money to spend it would usually be much better spent on a lens, new or second-hand.


DSLR cameras are beginning to wane in popularity as the trend for mirrorless increases, but they are still used by many photographers due to the enormous range in lens choice. At the time of writing it will be some years before mirrorless systems catch up on this score. The battery life on most DSLRs is usually longer than that of mirrorless cameras and users with larger hands often prefer them as they ‘fit’ better.


Mirrorless cameras are increasing in popularity and most of the major brands now make them. Photographers are often preferring them because they are lighter and can sometimes have very advanced features, such as the ability to track human and animal eye movement. However these cameras can be more expensive than DSLRs and lenses made especially for mirrorless cameras are often still quite heavy, thus offsetting the lower weight of the camera.


Bridge cameras which have a single unchangeable lens can actually be very useful in flower photography as they often have very powerful zooms, which can enable you to zoom in to a distant flower that is out of reach, and will also blur the background nicely when at full or near-full zoom, something that can be very useful in flower and garden photography. However, good versions of these can also be quite expensive. Bridge cameras make good travelling cameras as they are very versatile, the only downsides being that they can struggle more in low light and can have difficulty focusing if the background is quite patterned.


Mobile phone cameras


If you’re going to make good use of your mobile phone camera, read up on the various settings in the manual or on YouTube so that you can get the best possible photos. It’s more than possible to get great photos from a mobile phone, and as the saying goes ‘the best camera is the one that you have with you at the time!’ Just remember to switch any softening or background blurring filters off as this can create a false-looking separation of the subject and background.


Lenses


The lens market is even wider and more diverse than the camera market, but here I can give more focused advice (no pun intended!) as we are concentrating solely on the genre of garden and flower photography.
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A manual-focus vintage macro lens (left) next to an auto-focus modern macro lens (right). I love both for different reasons.





I use lots of vintage lenses in my photography as I prefer the colours and bokeh (background light blur) of older lenses, and these will often be manual focus. For me, autofocus is not essential as I like to manually place the focus of my photo anyway (autofocus will often focus on the nearest petal to the lens for example, rather than the centre of the flower, which is often more desirable).
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Tulips, taken with an inexpensive vintage 50mm f/1.7 prime lens shot wide-open; this image has not been edited.





Prime (fixed lenses that do not zoom) lenses are often sharper and give better picture quality, but a set of primes covering the same range as a zoom lens will cost more so this may be something else to weigh up.


Mobile phone lenses


You can actually buy lenses that clip on to mobiles and this might be worth investigating if you don’t have a camera or a mobile with a macro setting. Some of them are especially designed to enable your phone to take more ‘close-up’ photos, which is ideal as mobile phones usually have a very wide field of view and when zoomed in the picture quality usually drops. The quality of these can however vary greatly so definitely take personal recommendations or read lots of reviews.


Camera bag


If you’re going to be visiting lots of gardens make sure your camera bag is up to the job and won’t strain your back or other muscles. Invest in one that is comfortable with the most pockets you can find, as these are essential for all the accessories I’ll be talking about next. Of course if you’re mostly photographing at home or in your own garden this is less essential, but always store lenses and accessories in an organized way so that you can grab things quickly if you need to.


Useful lenses to have in your bag




• A mid-range prime lens, such as a 50mm or 85mm lens.


• A long-range, or telezoom lens, such as a 180mm, 300mm or even longer (provided it’s not too heavy). You will get excellent results with very long lenses (such as 600mm) but it’s a trade-off in terms of how heavy they are.


• A macro lens for very close-up pictures – some lenses offer this as a switch on the side of the lens. For very close-up pictures look for a macro lens that is 1:1, which means that the object is real size or bigger in the camera’s sensor. There are many vintage manual macro lenses of excellent quality and it’s not necessary to buy ‘new’.


• A wider zoom (or prime) lens covering a distance of about 24–70mm if you want to do more photography of garden vistas and views.


Many flower photographers use ‘specialist’ lenses that give creative effects, such as Lensbaby composer lenses and vintage Helios lenses, which whilst hard to get to grips with initially can give good results. I will leave you to do your own research into these before purchasing. Some particular ones to explore if you want to develop your photography in this area would be the Lensbaby Velvet 56, the Helios 44-2 58mm/f2, the Meyer-Optik Oreston 50mm f/1.8, the ISCO 35mm f/2.8 (unusual bokeh), the Super-Takumar 55mm f/1.8 and for very swirly backgrounds the Fujian 35mm f/1.6 (CCTV C-mount lens). You’ll probably need an adapter for some of these, depending on your camera type.


Remember that you can buy adaptors for lenses to fit your camera if the lens is of a different brand; these are fairly inexpensive for a manual adaptor (the autofocus will not work) or, for some lenses, you can buy a more expensive adaptor that will allow autofocus. Again, do your research to decide if this is necessary for you.


I use old vintage lenses quite a bit and three of my most-used lenses cost me under £250 altogether; there are definitely bargains to be had. Only purchase from reputable sellers – on eBay that means sellers with over 99.4 per cent satisfactory feedback.





Accessories


I carry around many small accessories with me and although I may not use them all regularly, it’s still nice to know they’re available if I need them. Only acquire, second hand if possible, as many or as few as you feel you’ll need, maybe adding to your collection over time.


Spare batteries and memory cards


There is nothing worse than driving for an hour to make that visit to a beautiful garden you’ve been planning for months, only to realize that your battery is low or that there’s no memory card in the slot of your camera. Definitely keep a spare of both in your camera bag, just in case.
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Always try to keep a spare battery and memory card in your camera bag – they could potentially save you a wasted trip.





Reflector/diffuser (or home-made versions)


Possibly my most used accessory. I have a small one and a larger one, and they have a double function: reflecting light from the sky back up onto the flower you’re photographing or diffusing sunlight to avoid harsh shadows on the flowers you’re photographing. I’ll talk about this more in Chapter 3. There are many ‘recipes’ for homemade versions on the internet, for example tin foil stuck to some card is commonly used as a cheap homemade reflector, and tracing or baking paper makes an effective diffuser.


Tripod


Really, the smaller the better to minimize the weight you’re having to carry around, but you’ll often need a tripod to hold the diffuser or the camera itself. If you can, buy one that allows your camera to be close to the ground when mounted on it, for lower shots.


Light/s


A small LED light or ring-light that can be mounted onto the top of the camera with the hot shoe (the slot for a flash). Sometimes I handhold an LED light whilst mounting the camera on a tripod. A mini torch can also be useful to pinpoint light onto your subject.
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I have several small and inexpensive LED lights and will often put one in my camera bag on dull days, or use them in my indoor photography.





I also have a set of ‘sunlight’ lamps for my indoor photography of the type that gives plants and seedlings simulated sunlight to stop them becoming ‘leggy’. These clamp to the table and are multi-directional, very useful for when I’m working indoors. I sometimes use a diffuser with them if they’re too bright for my needs.


A double-ended clamp or plamp


A plamp (sometimes called a ‘studio flex arm’ or ‘duel spring clamp’) is a sturdy but bendable metal rod with a crocodile clip at each end. You would usually fix one end to your tripod while the other end grips your reflector, or backdrop. The most-used brand is the Wimberly Plamp.


A set of extension tubes or macro close-up lenses if you want to try macro photography without a macro lens


These can be bought generically fairly inexpensively from wellknown internet shopping sites – just make sure that they’re compatible with your camera.
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I often take extension tubes in my camera bag when visiting a garden so that I don’t have to carry my heavy macro lens. They are also an inexpensive way of trying out macro.





Extension tubes fit between the lens and the camera – you need to buy the correct type for your camera and lens although I do have a set that I use with an old vintage Pentax lens and my Sony camera, so you can sometimes connect ‘incompatible’ types.


Macro close-up lenses screw onto the front of your lens like a filter and add magnification this way. Just check you have the correct filter thread size when ordering (the filter size is always listed in mm on the front with the Φ symbol, e.g. Φ50mm).


Memo clips or a ‘third hand’


Third hands (sometimes called ‘helping hands’) are metal clips, usually with a magnifying glass, that are often used for needlework, or close-up work of varying kinds. I use mine to hold stems of delicate flowers that would be crushed by the arms of a bigger plamp or clamp. They are useful as they can be angled in all directions (unlike memo clips) although the magnifying glass could be removed as it’s redundant. They are also usually on a weighted base for stability.
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A ‘third hand’ clamp can hold cut flowers and can be angled in many different directions.





Glycerin


An alternative to water if you’re getting creative with your macro – a drop of glycerin will look and ‘hang’ like a water droplet but last much longer before falling off. A small bottle won’t cost much on the internet. Like water, I would only use this in an indoor set-up as I feel it’s wrong to start disturbing flowers when you’re somewhere other than your home. I have a small plastic pipette to dispense the glycerin onto a flower petal.


UV torch


If you’re interested in trying out ultraviolet photography you can buy a small UV torch on the internet – they are usually fairly inexpensive. Some flowers glow brightly under UV light and this is always an interesting project to research and try; do have a look at some examples on the internet.


Clothes pegs or clips


Useful for gently holding leaves out of the way. It’s best not to do this in a garden that is not your own as you may damage the foliage, but you may be able to ask a gardener for permission. The larger clips in the photo below fix to a clamp to attach them to a tripod.
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A selection of clips and clamps that I use in my photography; some attach to light stands or tripods and some are very small and are used with the flowers themselves.





Clear plastic bags and rubber bands


To waterproof your camera if showers happen. Attach the bag to your camera hood or lens using a rubber band, making sure that the plastic extends slightly beyond the hood or lens.


A plastic sheet/bin bag


When there is dew on the ground (as there often is in early mornings or evenings), or after rain, you’ll probably feel more comfortable having something to sit (or lie) on. I also have a small padded baby-changing mat of the type that comes with a baby-changing bag to give my knees some extra comfort.


A small and very soft paintbrush


I use this to brush off or manoeuvre tiny insects from the flowers, very gently so that they’re not harmed. Also useful for removing small bits of dirt and cobwebs.


Appropriate clothing


I know many people would assume that being a garden photographer is a seasonal activity: it most certainly isn’t! Getting out on a bright January day is fantastic for feeling better in the middle of winter but you can’t let yourself get cold or it will be a miserable experience. When I visit gardens in winter I wear ski trousers, fur-lined boots, thermal socks and lots of layers on my top half that I can remove If I get too warm. A hat, scarf and gloves without fingertips (or dedicated ‘photography’ gloves) complete the ensemble and I can stay out for hours without feeling the cold.


Garden membership cards


I have quite a few annual membership cards that give me access to a garden for a whole year and they’re really worth their money if you’re visiting gardens often.




My current membership cards (for use in the UK):





• The RHS (Royal Horticultural Society)


• The National Trust


• English Heritage


• Annual membership cards for your local gardens – find out about this on their websites.


Apps




I find some mobile phone apps extremely useful for my photography, both at the planning stage and then when I’m actually out at a garden. I wouldn’t be without a weather app, and also regularly use plant and insect identification apps. The ‘iRecord Butterflies’ app not only tells you the species but can record your sighting and sends the results to Butterfly Conservation organizations; a lovely way to take part in the incredible work they do. Finally there are sunrise and sunset apps which tell you the time of day that the sun will rise and set and in which direction – some will even show you on a map. Snapseed is a good photo editing app for a phone and can also be used on tablets.





A more recent discovery of mine is the Historic Houses Association, which will give you a year’s free entry to hundreds of historic houses and their gardens, and at the time of writing costs about the same as membership of the RHS or National Trust. Obviously the cost of these will quickly add up – use the internet to discover the ones worth getting for your local area and work out which memberships would give you the best value – you might only need one.


The National Garden Scheme website will show you the gardens in your local area, including smaller gardens that open for charity on a few occasions throughout the year.


SETTING UP YOUR CAMERA


Whatever camera you use it’s always fine to shoot on auto, and you shouldn’t worry about this. As you learn various skills and develop your eye you can move off the auto setting and see how the other options might suit your photographic needs; I’ll discuss doing this later in the book.


Some cameras have presets for different situations, for example ‘portrait’, ‘landscape’ and ‘sport’ and there’s often a ‘flower’ or ‘macro’ setting if your camera has these options. This will work well for close-up photos of flowers and plants but you’ll need to switch back to a landscape setting if you’re shooting garden vistas.


The information about the settings you have used on your camera is called EXIF data, and it’s always useful to know this when you look at digital photos on the internet as you can then try out the same or similar settings to achieve similar results. If you follow photographers on internet forums such as Flickr or Facebook they will often give this information and if they don’t, you can always politely ask if they would mind telling you.


I have given the EXIF data for many of the photos in this book, and to look it up on your own photos without an editing programme you can right click on the icon of a picture file and select ‘properties’ (or ‘info’ on an Apple device) and it will list all the settings (such as shutter speed and aperture). Some people refer to this as metadata, although the latter will usually include information about who created the file and possibly the shooting location. Your camera may also give you the option of setting up copyright and other information such as GPS coordinates in its menu.


Aperture priority


If you want to wean yourself off the green ‘auto’ setting, I would recommend switching to Aperture Priority or the A (or Av) setting on the dial first, before going fully ‘manual’.


The word ‘aperture’ comes from a Latin word meaning ‘hole’ and it controls how much light you let into your camera onto the sensor. This amount of light is measured in ‘f stops’ and you’ll be able to adjust this, either in-camera if the lens is more recent, or on the top of the lens if you are using an older lens.
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Helianthemum ‘Henfield Brilliant’ taken with a 55mm lens at f/1.8. Notice the blurs of colour (flowers) in the background created by a shallow depth of field.





By increasing or decreasing the aperture you change the ‘depth of field’ of the background of the photo, which basically means how much of the photo is in focus. If you are photographing a landscape with mountains in the background you’ll need the mountains to be sharp and clearly in focus, so will need a narrow aperture (f number) of about f/8 to f/16 (or even higher). If you want to completely blur the background out to throw the focus solely on a close-up object such as a flower, you’ll need a wider aperture of f/1.8 to f/2.8. At the time of writing, there are now lenses available that can have apertures as wide as f/0.75. My lens with the widest aperture goes down to f/1.7, and f/1.4 lenses are widely available. Depth of field is incredibly important with flower photography and this is definitely something to experiment with the next time you photograph a flower. I will refer to it throughout this book.


Other things will affect depth of field such as the focal length of the lens (measured in mm) and how far your camera is from the subject you’re photographing, but for now if you’re fairly new to this use a wider (smaller in number) aperture such as f/1.4 to f/5.6 if you’re photographing a single flower or plant and a narrower aperture such as f/8–f/16 if you’re photographing a garden landscape.


Mobile phones and pocket cameras often struggle with depth of field – they cannot always achieve the same results as a DSLR or mirrorless camera due to the distance the lens is from the sensor. Many newer mobiles can digitally blur out backgrounds but, at the time of writing, this isn’t always hugely successful. I’ll talk more about aperture in the chapter about macro and close-up photography.


Shutter speed


Most of the time I shoot with the manual, or ‘M’ setting on my camera mode dial, which means I control both the aperture and the shutter speed, and usually the ISO too, though you can set this to auto. Controlling these three elements of a photo is often referred to as the ‘exposure triangle’.
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A photo of a dahlia taken with the aperture priority setting. The flower is a lighter yellow than it appeared in real life.
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A photo of the same flower taken with the camera set to manual. I have set the shutter speed dial to be slightly faster (a higher number), letting less light into the camera and therefore darkening the image more. We can now observe more detail and richer colour; the water droplets for example can be seen more clearly. You can reduce your exposure when editing however if you want to stay on auto.





The shutter speed is the length of time the shutter is open for, therefore controlling the amount of light let into the camera. If you shoot on aperture priority, the camera will set the shutter speed for you, which will always give you perfectly reasonable photos, but sometimes I find it too bright for the look I’m after and want to have more control.
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