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Theodore Payne FoundaTion
Basic Garden Photography
Lesson 2 - Taking the Shot

Course Goal: To familiarize the student with the basic process of 
taking garden photographs with emphasis on the 
digital format.

 
Lesson Objective: Upon completion of this lesson:

 Using the student’s own camera, the student will 
be able to take a properly exposed, sharply focused, 
close-up photograph of a plant, or plant part, which 
clearly reveals the botanic detail (texture, hair, etc.) 
of the subject plant or plant part.

 At the conclusion of this course the accomplishment 
of the objectives of this lesson will be demonstrated 
by printing a photograph (digitally) of a plant or 
plant part that is properly exposed, focused, and 
reveals the botanic detail (texture, hair, etc.) of the 
subject plant or plant part.

Recommended Time: 3 Hours
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I. Introduction (10 minutes - Theodore Payne Foundation Education Center)
 A. Introduce Instructor(s) and Assistants

B. Welcome to TPF
C. Facilities (Restrooms, water, etc.)
D. Course & lesson description

II. Photographic equipment (Discussion: 30 minutes - Classroom)

A. Tripod
1. Leveler head
2. Inverter head
3. Ball head

B. Cable/Remote release
C. Filters

1. Polarizer
2. UV
3. Color
4. Graduated Neutral Density

D. Lens hood
E. Extension tubes/bellows
F. Focusing rail
G. Light meter

1. Reflective
2. Incident
3. Spot

H. Diffusion tents
1. Large
2. Folded

I. Reflectors
1. Cardboard
2. Fabric

III. Techniques (Demonstration: 30 minutes - Yard)

A. Three guidelines
1. Identify the subject
2. Have a theme
3. Simplify

B. Tripod and remote release
1. Keep camera steady (tripod)
2. Essential for slow shutter speed (both)
3. Essential for close up due to shallow depth of field (both)
4. Mirror up release (if available)
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C. Light
1. Best light

a. Side light (for texture)
1) Low sun
2) Reflectors
3) Flash

b. Diffuse light (softness, color)
1) Overcast
2) Open shade
3) Diffuser (tent, fabric)

2. Best times
a. Early morning/late afternoon (sun low)
b. Overcast days (diffuse light)

D. Focus
1. Macro lens and telephoto (very shallow depth of field)
2. Longer lens allows more working space
3. Selective focus (emphasize subject)
4. Focusing rail
5. Focal plane parallel to subject surface
6. Wind motion

a. Tent
b. Card
c. Wire
d. Plamp
e. Assistant

IV. Field Project (Student activity: 1 hours - In garden)

A. Image types
1. Film

a. We will not have time to get film processed in time 
for class)

b. With sufficient time we could scan previous photos 
into digital format

2. Digital
a. If images remain in camera, bring cable (USB) and 

software for next class
b. If the card containing the images is removed from 

camera that can be opened on the computer
c. Card reader is available that will read most cards 

and formats
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B. Field Photo Shoot Assignment Examples
(2 person teams - one assignment each)
 These are suggestions.  However, it will all depend on what 

is available in the garden.

1. Arctostaphylus
a. Ssp & cultivars
b. Many nascent inflourescences

2. Solidago californica
a. California goldenrod
b. Flowers

3. Mimulus cultivars
a. Monkey flower
b. Flowers on grounds & nursery containers

4. Epilobium (Zauschneria)
a. Ssp & cultivars on the grounds
b. Flowers

5. Dendromecon harfordii
a. Island Bush Poppy
b. Flowers

6. Calliandra californica
a. Red Fairy Duster
b. Flower & seed pods

7. Eriogonum giganteum
a. St Catherine’s Lace (buckwheat)
b. Seed heads

8. Salvia ssp
a. Sage
b. Seed heads

9. Grasses
a. Seed heads
b. Nursery containers

10. Fruits
a. Rhamnus ilicifolia
b. Manzinitas



Notes
2-8

Rev. August 2012

Theodore Payne FoundaTion
Basic Garden Photography
Lesson 2 - Taking the shot

Selected Bibliography

Adams, Ansel,  The Camera.  New York: Little, Brown, and Company,  1980, 
203 pp.

Blacklock, Craig and Nadine,  Photographing Wildflowers.  Stillwater, MN: 
Voyageur Press, 1987.  64 pp.

Burian, Peter K., Magic Lantern Guides, Konica Minolta Maxxum 7D. New York: 
Lark Books, 2005. 255 pp.

Child, John and Mark Galer, Photographic Lighting. Boston: Focal Press, 1999. 
150 pp.

Digital Glossary, Digital Photography Made Easy magazine, April 2005, pp. 120-
121.

Frizot, Michel, ed.  A New History of Photography.  English edition.  Paris: 
Konemann, 1998.  776 pp.

Guncheon, Michael, Digital Terms, PCPhoto magazine, November 2004, pp. 
12-15.

Hedgecoe, John,  John Hedgecoe’s New Book of Photography.  New York: DK 
Publishing, 1994.  264 pp.

Hedgecoe, John,  The Book of Photography.  New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1979.  
256 pp.

Hicks, Nigel, The Photographer’s Guide to Light. United Kingdom: David & 
Charles, 2005. 144 pp.

New York Institute of Photography, Copying, Macro Photography and 
Photomicrospy. New York: New York Institute of Photography, 2000. 24 pp.

Pitts, Wes, Your Guide to Camera Modes, PCPhoto magazine, October 2004, 
pp. 39-42.

Shaw, John,  John Shaw’s Closeups in Nature.  New York: AMPHOTO, 1987.   
155 pp.

Sheppard, Rob, PCPhoto Digital SLR Handbook. New York: Lark Books. 175 pp.



Notes
2-9

Rev. August 2012

Theodore Payne FoundaTion
Basic Garden Photography
Lesson 2 - Taking the Shot

Weston, Chris, The Essential Lighting Manual for Digital and Film Photographers. 
Switzerland: Rotovision SA. 208 pp.

Selected Web Sites

www.birdsasart.com
www.edigitalphoto.com
www.hoothollow.com
www.leppphoto.com
www.naturephotographermag.com
www.outdoorphotographer.com
www.photographic.com
www.popphoto.com
www.shutterbug.com
www.tamron.com/lenses/
  learning_center/default-new.asp
www.vertexphoto.com



Notes
2-10

Rev. August 2012

Theodore Payne FoundaTion
Basic Garden Photography
Lesson 2 - Taking the shot


