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Captured on Ilford Pan F film, Nant Gwynant Valley in Eryri National Park, Wales
Lens: 80mm f/2.8
Exposure: 1/2 sec, f/16, ISO 50 film
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Delphiniums by Edward Steichen, 1940
Taken with a large format plate camera
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Hunting Brook Garden, Ireland, designed by Jimi Blake
Lens: 24-70mm f/2.8
Exposure: 1/2 sec, f/16, ISO 64








INTRODUCTION


The garden has captivated photographers throughout history, from the renowned American photographer, Edward Steichen, to the contemporary British fashion photographer, Nick Knight. Steichen searched out the perfect delphiniums for his work and realized that to photograph them he had to grow them himself – nothing was too much effort when it came to his quest for the ideal blooms for his photography.


For me, gardens are an extension of the expansive landscapes that first ignited my success as a photographer. During my studies at Salisbury College of Art, I would make regular trips to the mountains of north Wales to capture images inspired by one of my great photographic heroes: Ansel Adams. Engrossed in his books The Camera, The Negative and The Print, I sought to unravel his techniques for crafting the most incredible images.


Back in the early 1990s I was shooting film. I really needed to have a good understanding of exposure as there was no latitude for error, and would spend hours working in the darkroom to produce prints from my black-and-white negatives. Although digital capture has now become prevalent, the skills I acquired then remain indispensable for my garden and plant photography today.


There is nothing quite like experiencing daybreak in a garden, where the sounds and scents of nature are utterly intoxicating. Despite often arriving at shoots exhausted from early starts or long journeys, my senses are quickly revived as I tune into the garden’s rhythm. The ‘golden hour’ – that magical time just after sunrise or before sunset – offers the most enchanting light. Seeing how the soft, warm rays hit different parts of the garden ignites my creativity, guiding me swiftly as each new composition reveals itself. The drive to capture every fleeting moment can be overwhelming, but it’s a wonderful place to be and I never take it for granted.


In this book, I will share the tried and tested techniques I have honed over my 20-year career, enabling you to capture stunning garden and plant images of your very own.


Whether you are a seasoned photographer or are keen to showcase your landscaping business or hobby, this book is designed to elevate your skills and fuel your creativity. You will learn to pre-visualize your shots, control light and choose the optimal lens. You will also discover how to compose images that tell a story, gain access to the most exclusive gardens for photography and harness the power of post-processing to enhance your work. With clear, concise and comprehensive instructions, this book will guide you through every stage of creating extraordinary works of art.







What’s in My Bag?


Every great garden photographer knows that the success of a shoot isn’t just about the garden itself – it’s about being prepared for whatever the day might bring. In this chapter we will explore the essential equipment that every photographer should carry, from must-have lenses to less obvious items, such as knee pads for low-angle shots or reflectors to bounce light into shady corners.
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Photograph by Deborah Grace for Create Academy






Essential Gear


All you need to begin photographing gardens is a camera, a lens and a recording medium – either film or a digital memory card. However, there are a few extra pieces of kit that I find helpful. These will make life a lot easier for you when shooting outdoors, in what can often be a very small window of perfect light.


Camera Body


If you are new to photography, the camera body is the main part of the camera, which houses the sensor (or film), electronics and the controls. It’s essentially the brain and heart of your camera setup, which determines how your images are captured and processed. With digital cameras, a high-quality DSLR (Digital Single Lens Reflex) or mirrorless camera body is essential for garden photography. Both of these camera types offer advanced features and high image quality.


I use both a Nikon D850 DSLR and a mirrorless Nikon Z9, and the shift from a DSLR to a mirrorless system has been quite a significant change for me. My decision was largely driven by technological advances, as well as the fact that some of my older lenses were no longer supported. However, while there are many differences between the two systems, the main one for me revolves around the viewfinder.


A DSLR uses a mirror to reflect the light passing through the lens to an optical viewfinder. This provides a real-time view of the scene, which is realistic and bright, and aligns with what you expect to see.


A mirrorless camera uses an electronic viewfinder (EVF) instead. As the name suggests, this is an electronic screen that displays the image you’re going to capture. The advantage is that the screen can accurately show the exposure and depth of field determined by your settings, which means you are seeing the exact image that your camera will record. If your image on the EVF looks too bright, for example, you can adjust your settings while you look through the viewfinder, until it looks right, reducing the margin for error. Many photographers find this system preferable and it’s seen as the future of photography.


Lenses


As well as a camera body, you also need a lens (or lenses). I would always recommend allocating the larger part of your budget to high-quality lenses rather than the camera body. This is because lenses have a significant impact on the sharpness, clarity and overall quality of your images, and a great camera can really suffer if paired with a low-quality lens. Investing in good lenses will therefore enhance your photographs far more than the latest camera body.


I use a variety of lenses in my work, which includes both fixed focal lengths and zoom lenses. Each one serves a different purpose and offers unique benefits, as you will see here.


However, if I had to choose just one lens, it would be a wide-angle to mid-range zoom lens. In my case, that lens is a 24–70mm zoom with a maximum aperture of f/2.8. This lens covers a versatile range of focal lengths, from wide-angle to short telephoto, which makes it ideal for capturing a variety of scenes, from sweeping garden vistas to detailed close-ups.



Lens Hood



This simple accessory attaches to the front of your lens and prevents stray light from hitting the front element. This stray light can cause lens flare – unwanted light artefacts that appear in your photos as bright spots or haze. By shading the lens, a lens hood helps maintain image contrast and clarity, especially when you are shooting in bright conditions. Most lenses come with a hood, but a piece of black card can also be used shade the lens and achieve a similar effect.


A lens hoods also offers added protection to your lens. In the unfortunate event that you drop your camera, the lens hood can absorb much of the impact, potentially saving your lens from damage. This has happened to me on numerous occasions, and the lens hood has always taken the brunt of the fall. Replacing a cracked lens hood is far cheaper than replacing a damaged lens, making it a wise investment.


Cleaning Cloth and Blower Brush


Frequently cleaning your lens and removing dust will help keep it in good working order and reduce the risk of flare that can lower the contrast in your shots.


Pencil and Notebook


Garden photography is full of details, from plant names and bloom times, to weather conditions and specific locations within the garden. A pencil and notebook allow you to jot down these details, which can be invaluable when you are reviewing your photographs or planning future shoots.


Memory Cards


Memory cards store the images from your camera. Always make sure you have plenty of memory cards so you’re not limited in the number of photographs you can take.


Tripod


A tripod helps you keep your camera steady, which is particularly important in low-light conditions or when you are using slow shutter speeds, as it will ensure your images are sharp and clear.


I prefer to use a geared tripod head, which allows me to make very controlled adjustments to the angle of view. This precision enables me to better compose my shots exactly as I envision them, especially when working in intricate garden settings.


I use a Gitzo carbon fibre tripod, which is incredibly strong and lightweight, making it ideal for long days walking around gardens.


Bag


A sturdy backpack is important if you are planning on carrying more than a camera and lens. Being comfortable is crucial.


Cable Release


If you’re using a slow shutter speed, you might want to avoid touching the camera, as doing so could blur the image. I find a cable release is a great way to remotely and precisely fire the shutter.


Seasonal Clothing


Ensuring that you are dressed appropriately for the season is crucial for a successful photography session. Waterproof trousers and multiple warm layers will keep you dry and insulated in winter, while a warm hat, gloves and comfortable footwear will keep your head and hands cosy.


In the summer months, choose a wide-brimmed hat that shields your face and neck from the sun. This will ensure you can enjoy long hours shooting without worrying about sunburn or overheating.






Lenses


Your lenses are the ‘eyes’ of your camera and they play a fundamental role in the appearance and quality of your photographs. Like most photographers, I typically have more than one lens in my kit bag, to ensure I have a range of shooting options. My lenses include:


24–70mm f/2.8: A widely used professional lens that I cannot be without. It can handle a broad range of scenarios, from wide shots of the garden to mid-range portraits of plants.


50mm f/1.4: The 50mm lens is often recognized as the standard lens for 35mm cameras and was commonly supplied as the kit lens back when most of us were shooting film. This lens has always been, and continues to be, a fantastic focal length for many applications, from landscapes to portraits. If you invest a little more, you can find a fast f/1.4 version at this focal length relatively inexpensively, offering excellent low-light performance and shallow depth of field.


60mm macro f/2.8: A great lens for plant photography, allowing you to capture more of your subject in the frame while still maintaining close-up detail..


85mm f/1.4: This prime lens is perfect for portraits and isolating subjects with a shallow depth of field. Its wide maximum aperture (f/1.4) is useful when shooting in low-light conditions.


70–200mm f/2.8: This fast-aperture telephoto zoom lens is popular among wildlife and sport photographers as it can capture distant subjects without disturbing them. It is also useful for garden photography when you can’t get physically close to your subject.


105mm macro f/2.8: My go-to lens for plant portraits that excels in capturing fine details and textures.


Each of these focal lengths refers to a full frame sensor, but if your camera has an APS-C or Micro Four Thirds (MFT) sensor, it’s important to consider the crop factor, as this changes the field of view provided by the lens.


Most commonly, APS-C sensors have a crop factor of around 1.5x to 1.6x, while MFT sensors have a crop factor of 2x. To calculate the equivalent focal length for an APS-C or MFT sensor based on a full frame lens, simply multiply the full frame focal length by the crop factor.


For example, if you used a full frame lens with a 50mm focal length on an APS-C camera with a crop factor of 1.5x, the equivalent focal length would be 75mm (50 x 1.5). On a camera with an MFT sensor the equivalent focal length would be 100mm (50 x 2). In both cases the lens would behave more like a mild telephoto lens.


In garden photography it is important to experiment with different lenses to uncover the distinct perspectives they can provide. As you gain experience, you will naturally refine your shooting style and identify the lenses that best suit your approach, but it’s important to first understand the different options that are available to you.






Prime Lens


A prime lens has a single focal length, such as 28mm, 50mm or 85mm, meaning it offers a fixed angle of view. This means that if you want your subject to be larger in the frame, you need to move the camera physically closer to it; to make it smaller you need to back away.


Prime lenses typically have a wider maximum aperture than a zoom lens containing the same focal length. This wider aperture allows more light to enter the lens, making prime lenses well-suited to low-light conditions. It also provides a shallower depth of field, resulting in more background blur. For the image of pears, I set my prime lens at its widest aperture setting (f/1.4) so the viewer’s eye is taken directly to one point of focus.


Using a prime lens encourages creativity when it comes to composing your photographs. You need to think more about your framing, as you can’t simply zoom in and out.


It’s great practice to try and previsualize your images before choosing a lens, as pre-visualization is a powerful skill that can enhance your photographic creativity. By consciously imagining the outcome before pressing the shutter button, you can make more deliberate and impactful decisions throughout the photographic process.
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Low-lit potting shed
Lens: 85mm f/1.4
Exposure: 1/125 sec, f2.8, ISO 100
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Box of conference pears
Lens: 50mm f/1.4
Exposure: 1/125 sec, f/1.4, ISO 100









Zoom Lens


A zoom lens covers a range of focal lengths, such as 24–70mm or 70–200mm. This gives you the flexibility to adjust the framing of your shots without changing lenses, so you can capture subjects at different distances without the need to switch lenses frequently.


Historically, zoom lenses didn’t quite match prime lenses in terms of optimum image quality, but that gap has narrowed considerably to the point where it is often negligible. There are still specific scenarios where one type of lens might excel over the other, though. For instance, prime lenses may offer wider maximum aperture settings and better low light performance, while high-quality zoom lenses provide versatility and convenience in changing shooting conditions.


Personally, I like to have a few of each in my camera bag, although you can shoot most subject matter in a garden with a good quality 24–70mm f/2.8 zoom lens. Some zooms will have a maximum aperture that varies across the zoom range, so it may be f/4 at the widest focal length setting, but f/5.6 at the longest focal length, for example. These tend to be cheaper zoom lenses, but if your budget allows I would always go for a zoom lens with a fixed maximum aperture, as these perform better.


The beauty of a zoom lens comes into its own when you are composing an image through the viewfinder on your camera. Rather than having to move your entire set-up, which can sometimes prove to be quite difficult, you can just change the focal length of the lens to obtain the perfect composition. This can be incredibly helpful in some scenarios.
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24–70mm zoom lens on canal lock









Wide Angle Lens (14mm, 24mm or 28 mm)


Wide-angle lenses are ideal for capturing expansive garden landscapes. I use a wide-angle for taking establishing shots of the garden that showcase the overall layout and design. Wide-angle shots are excellent for contextualizing elements within the garden, such as architectural structures, pathways or the surrounding landscape. They provide viewers with a sense of place and help convey the overall atmosphere of the garden environment.


All of my wider views are captured using a 24–70mm f/2.8, so this is always the first lens I attach to my camera when arriving at a garden shoot.
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Private garden, Oxfordshire, UK
Lens: 24–70mm f/2.8
Exposure: 1/4 sec, f/16, ISO 100
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Aberglasney Gardens, Wales, UK
Lens: 24–70mm f/2.8
Exposure: 1/15 sec, f/16, ISO 100
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Private garden, Bristol, UK
Lens: 24–70mm f/2.8
Exposure: 1/4 sec, f/16, ISO 100









Standard Prime Lens (35mm or 50mm)



Lenses in this range are often referred to as ‘normal’ lenses, as they provide a field of view similar to that which the human eye sees. They’re versatile for various types of photography, including capturing details in gardens and isolating subjects with a shallow depth of field.


The ability to isolate your subject from its background with a shallow depth of field is a characteristic that is often associated with prime lenses with wide apertures, such as f/1.8 or even wider. This wide aperture allows for more light to enter the lens, enabling faster shutter speeds and a shallower depth of field, which creates that pleasing background blur that can make your subject stand out.


I often find that when I’m pressed for time and still need to capture a few more handheld images before the evening light fades, my standard 50mm f/1.4 prime lens does the job well. It allows me to move around the garden quickly, picking out lovely details along the way.
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Private garden, Devon, UK
Lens: 50mm f/1.4
Exposure: 1/125 sec, f/4.5, ISO 100
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Private garden, Oxfordshire, UK
Lens: 50mm f/1.4
Exposure: 1/125 sec, f/5.6, ISO 100
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Private garden, London, UK
Lens: 50mm f/1.4
Exposure: 1/250 sec, f/1.4, ISO 100
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