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A baby giant day gecko gives its eyes a quick wash.
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Foreword by Chris Packham

Brilliant. Complete. Concise. There are few guides that offer such precise and accessible advice when it comes to macro photography. And let’s be honest, recent technological developments have radically changed how and what we can do in our living rooms, gardens and local parks. Digital photography and post-capture processing have revolutionized how we can see the natural world. But as Matt’s remarkable images show, it’s not all about silicon chips and sensors: imagination and creativity remain the fundamental keys to making beautiful photographs.

The human eye is, unfortunately, limited, especially when it comes to seeing things in extreme close-up. This physical limitation also becomes a handicap when it comes to understanding and appreciating the miniature organisms that truly make our world go round. Little creatures are sadly still referred to as ‘creepy crawlies’ or collectively as ‘bugs’ and such negative stereotyping is harmful – considering the next word in this outdated vernacular would be ‘pest’. Ecologically speaking, however, the multitudes of these tiny species are essential to the maintenance and survival of all life on earth. So it is important that we learn to love the little things.

To achieve that, we must learn to engage with them – and there is no better way than photography. When you see the ‘wow’ factor; the striking, sometimes almost unbelievable physical appearance; the character and personality of these species captured in close-up, it can draw us into that alien and otherwise inaccessible world. Matt’s innovative and imaginative approach makes celebrities and heroes out of the everyday, the downtrodden and the overlooked. From lichens to spiders, and from ants to snowflakes, his captivating imagery introduces us to another world within our own – and he generously explains how he does it, too! Superb.

– Chris Packham
New Forest, England, 2024


Introduction

Macro photography is a unique genre of photography that reveals a hidden world full of colour, texture and the minute details of subjects up close. This genre allows us to explore our surroundings in a new way and reveal things that normally escape the naked eye. Whether it’s the details of a frog’s eye, the delicate petals of a flower or even the textures and patterns of an insect’s wing, macro photography grants us a special window into this incredible world.

But what is macro photography? It is all about capturing stunning details up close, often starting at a magnification ratio of 1:1 and progressing to 5:1 and beyond. To achieve this, specialist equipment is needed, such as macro lenses, converters, extension tubes and close-up attachments. Extra lighting equipment may also be needed, depending on what techniques you use, how modern your camera is and how creative you want to be.

Macro photography creates a new world of possibilities and allows you to view the world in a way that most people will never see. It is not just confined to living subjects such as arthropods and reptiles, as macro photography can be used to reveal the intricate details of household objects, jewellery and fruit. Some dentists even use macro lenses to capture photos of our teeth, making it a very versatile form of photography.
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All Macro photography is all about capturing that detail; showcasing amazing and unseen creatures, and patterns that can be found in the most ordinary of places. It’s about composition, lighting and exploring a tiny world that often goes unseen.
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Sometimes, just one part of the subject is enough to draw the viewer’s attention. This gargoyle gecko’s eye is packed full of interesting details and structure.
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Flowers such as orchids are great subjects to photograph. Try experimenting with depth of field and composition on subjects that won’t fly away (even if they’re bee orchids!).



Over the years, the popularity of macro photography has boomed due to social media and online communities. With platforms such as Instagram and Flickr, it’s never been easier to share your macro photographs with the rest of the world.

I have been a macro photographer for almost 15 years, and in that time I have learned and practised various techniques. My photography journey didn’t start at school or college, but out of a need to occupy my mind and time after a tough mental health breakdown in my early twenties. I started with a cheap DSLR camera, purchased from my uncle, and would take it on hikes in the Peak District National Park. I didn’t have a macro lens at the time, just a small kit lens that I would use to photograph the landscape. This is when I began to learn about lighting, composition and various other techniques. Over the years, I developed my understanding of photography and in doing so I opened myself up to trying new genres of photography such as portraiture, architecture, street and wildlife. As I explored these new genres, I found macro.

As a young boy, I was fascinated with the natural world and smaller creatures such as ants and spiders, and now I knew exactly how camera operators got so close on all those natural history documentaries I would watch. It was macro, and I instantly knew this was the genre for me.

Macro is a specialist form of photography and can be quite challenging for beginners. It requires dedicated equipment, patience and persistence but with a little time, practice and this book to guide you, you will be on your way to becoming a skilled macro photographer in no time. Whether you are a complete beginner looking to try macro photography for the first time or a seasoned professional looking to add or learn about new techniques, I hope you will find this book of benefit as you progress in your photographic journey. It will cover the basics of macro photography, as well as advanced techniques such as focus stacking and creative lighting.

Most importantly, this book will guide you not just on technique, but also on wildlife photography ethics and the benefits that nature photography has on our mental wellbeing.

Despite its challenges, this can be an incredibly rewarding form of photography, so remember to have fun and stay curious as you dive into the world of macro. Happy shooting!


What makes macro special?

Macro photography challenges us to see the world we know in a different way. In everyday life we tend to walk past many subjects and take them for granted. In our busy world, rushing from A to B, we rarely stop and take it all in. As a result, we miss so much beauty and wonder, and we forget it’s even there.

Think back to when we were children. We didn’t have the pressures of life on our shoulders. There were no mobile devices to distract us and no job or family demanding our time. We were free to explore with a rapid desire to discover and with it came a natural curiosity for the world around us. This curiosity can be rekindled at any age and macro photography is perfectly suited to do that.

Macro encourages us to explore all that is around us in new and exciting ways. When we view the world through a macro lens, it’s like being offered a free pass into this magical and secret world; we are forced to slow down and appreciate the beauty and complexity of the smallest things. This can be a transformative experience, allowing us to reconnect to the natural world, to rediscover and learn to not only appreciate the life around us, but to also understand it. We begin to realize that a small creature perched on the edge of a flower may have previously seemed insignificant, but through macro photography we can capture its beauty, and realize how crucial these creatures are to our survival. As macro photographers we can begin to highlight the importance of preserving and protecting this incredible flora and fauna through our photographs.

Macro photography teaches us to be patient and observant, qualities you will need in abundance, especially when working with living subjects. This genre requires extreme precision and attention to detail, and you must be willing to take the time to prepare your equipment and wait for the right moment to take your shots. Patience and observation are valuable skills not just for macro photography, but in everyday life as well. As you progress your skills and fieldcraft, you will notice that your woodland walks begin to change as you start to spot macro opportunities along the paths, in the bushes and on the trees.

With so many subjects to explore and a variety of techniques to learn and experiment with, macro photography offers endless creative possibilities, and it can be done pretty much anywhere. Whether you’re exploring a local meadow or sitting inside on a rainy day, there are always new opportunities to capture stunning macro shots. From a butterfly’s wing to the details of a ballpoint pen, macro photography can capture it all.
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A springtail on a penny really puts the scale we’re working at into perspective.
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Robber flies are fast-flying predators. Using a longer focal length macro lens helps you get up close from a distance.




One
ESSENTIAL GEAR AND HOW TO USE IT

The first macro lens was designed for use with large-format cameras by German optics manufacturer Carl Zeiss in the 1890s, allowing us to see what the naked eye cannot. In time, macro photography began to grow in popularity, and today there are so many options and combinations of cameras, lenses and other equipment that it can be overwhelming knowing where to begin. Some of this kit will be suited to a modest budget, while some will be a little more expensive; some will be perfect for beginners, while some is designed to meet the needs of seasoned macro photographers.

In this chapter we will look at all the essentials you need to get up and running.

[image: illustration]

[image: illustration]
The best macro equipment can be expensive, but you don’t need expensive gear to get a good shot. All the images on this page were taken using basic equipment.





Getting started

Getting started with macro photography doesn’t have to break the bank. I started out with secondhand equipment: a Sony Alpha 100 camera body, a Sigma 105mm macro lens and a flash head that cost approximately £300–400 ($380–500) in total. Times have moved on and so has the technology, but there are still bargains to be found on resale websites and photography forums. One of my most successful years as a photographer came from using this second-hand kit. I photographed species in my garden over 100 days and the resulting photographs garnered the attention of BBC’s Springwatch, which resulted in my television debut.

A lot of the time, the kit you already have will be sufficient to get you started – even if it’s basic. As you will see, there are a few accessories you can use to give your gear a helping hand. Macro photography can be difficult to master, so the last thing you want to do is invest thousands into photography equipment and not enjoy the genre!

Lenses

Your lens choice determines how close you need to get to your subject and how much magnification you can achieve. Weight and stability are both factors to consider – heavier or longer lenses may require using a tripod to get the best result. I would always recommend investing in a dedicated macro lens if you can.

Camera body

Camera bodies can vary in price and quality. It goes without saying that the more expensive camera systems, such as the new mirrorless systems, offer higher resolution, improved internal features (for example, in-camera stacking) and compatibility with the latest cutting-edge lenses, but great results can still be achieved with a 15-year-old, second-hand DSLR. Whatever your camera choice is, make sure that the lenses and accessories you buy are compatible.

Flash

Flash heads are a great addition to the macro kit bag, and there’s a range of options, including single flash heads, dual flash and more. I would always suggest starting out with a single flash head before venturing into more creative (and expensive) set-ups, adding in extra lights.

Tripods

Tripods can be hit and miss: while you don’t want to spend a fortune on one, if you buy too cheap, you’ll end up with a flimsy tripod that may break easily. I prefer to shoot by hand – maybe five percent of my work uses a tripod – but they do have their uses. When it comes to buying a tripod, consider how you want to use it and whether the tripod will be able to perform the tasks you need it for. For example, some tripods open up and allow you to get very low to the ground, while others may not offer this feature.



DSLR and mirrorless cameras

Macro photography is all about capturing beautiful details and intricate patterns, and equipping yourself with the right camera can make a real difference. While most of the work is done by the macro lens, the camera body determines how far you can push its functionality.

The two most common camera types used by macro photographers are DSLRs and mirrorless cameras. Here, we’ll get into what those terms mean, and what the pros and cons of each are.

DSLR (Digital single-lens reflex)

DSLRs are very popular among photographers for the high-quality images they produce, their fast autofocus systems and their noise-handling capabilities (see here). These cameras feature a reflex mirror that allows you to see through the viewfinder and capture your imagery with precision, composing your shots effortlessly and nailing the focus, which is crucial for macro photography. When you press the shutter button, the mirror flips up, allowing light to pass through the lens to the camera’s sensor, where
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Mirrorless





[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]







Sensor types


Full-frame sensor


APS-C sensor


Micro Four Thirds sensor


[image: illustration]

[image: illustration]





Macro lenses


Short focal length lenses
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Medium focal length lenses
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Long focal length lenses
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Optical accessories and lens attachments


Close-up lenses
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Auto extension tubes
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Raynox adapters
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Lighting accessories



Flash units

Built-in flash
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External flash/speedlight
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Ring flash
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Dual flash







Flash diffusers


Size and shape


Quality of light


Efficiency


Portability and convenience


Homemade diffusion vs. professional



Cygnustech Macro Diffuser
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Tripods and supports




Stability


Load capacity


Height and size


Additional features
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Tripod head types



[image: illustration]





Macro focusing rail
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Camera bag essentials

Memory cards and backing up




Camera batteries


File formats: Raw vs. JPEG
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