
Understanding macro photography   

Children have a wonderful way of exploring the world around them. Whether it's because 
they are closer to the ground or just have an innate sense of curiosity and wonder, they 
see things that escape the attention of most adults. Children are amazed at the details of 
their world. The technique of macro, or close-up, photography helps you recapture that 
sense of awe and wonder by focusing on very small details and textures. Taking close-
ups allows you to focus on even the smallest details that are difficult to see with the 
human eye -- almost like a personal microscope. Macro photography even freezes action, 
allowing you to see the world in ways the human eye doesn't allow. You can freeze the 
wings of a hummingbird in flight or gaze into the eyes of a fly. You can see minute 
details in flowers and leaves. Macro photography is a wonderful way of viewing 
everyday objects with a fresh perspective.  

Why macros?  
Macro photography opens up a world of creative possibilities by allowing you to see the 
world with a different point of view. Focusing on small details can make a big impact in 

your photography. Let's take a look at an 
example. The photograph at the top of 
Figure 4-1 shows a perfectly nice photo 
of a large piece of driftwood on a beach. 
Though technically fine, it is a mundane 
photograph. The photo at the bottom of 
Figure 4-1 has much more visual impact. 
By getting closer to the driftwood, the 
photographer allows you to see the wood 
with a new, more interesting perspective.  

 
Figure 4-1: The close-up of the 
driftwood has much more texture and is 
a more exciting photo.  

Macro photography is also a useful tool 
when you want to avoid photographing 
distracting elements around an object. 
With macro photographer, you have the 
ability to focus tightly on your subject 
and blur the distracting surroundings.  



Selecting a good macro subject  
Most people like to take close-ups of flowers, leaves, and butterflies. These make terrific 
macro shots because of their interesting shapes and bright colors. But a great close-up can 
come from any object that will catch the eye when photographed. Any subject with fine 
detail and contrast can make an unusual and interesting macro shot. Everyday objects, 
people, and botanicals can all be sources for macro photography. Look for objects that 
would ordinarily be an element in a larger photograph, but when viewed closer would 
make a fascinating picture itself. Figure 4-2 shows the scalloped roofline of a building. 
Alone, a photo of a building may not be that interesting, but when you break it down into 
its smaller parts, it becomes a great subject for photography.  

 
Figure 4-2: The building might 
not be exciting, but the texture 
and detail in the roofline make a 
much more exciting photo.  

The world around us provides an 
abundance of subjects for macro 
photography. Butterfly wings, 
the petals of a flower, and details 
in leaves like the ones shown in 
Figure 4-3, are all subjects that 
get more interesting the closer 

you get.  

 
Figure 4-3: Instead of photographing a tree or 
shrub, zero in on the shapes of the leaves and the 
textures within them.  

How to create close-ups  
Once you find an interesting subject, there are four 
ways to achieve stunning macro shots.  

Move closer to your subject  
The most obvious way to take a close-up shot is to 
position yourself close to your subject. Most 
cameras will focus between 12 and 18 inches from 
the lens. That means you have to be at least 12 to 
18 inches away from your subject to get an in-



focus photo. Check your camera's user manual to determine the closest focusing point on 
the model you own.  

Get close to the subject, filling the viewfinder with your object, then press the shutter 
button halfway, allowing the camera to focus on the subject. All digital cameras have a 
way to let you know if your subject is in focus. Focus indicators are typically green 
squares or a steady green light in the viewfinder. Some cameras even have a short beep 
when it catches a good focus. If the camera focuses at this distance, move closer and 
press the shutter button halfway down again. If the camera achieves focus, keep moving 
closer. When you reach a distance that is too close for the camera to focus, move back, 
away from the subject, until your camera achieves focus. This will show you the closest 
point your camera will focus on a subject. Once your camera indicates that it is in focus, 
press the shutter button all the way to capture the photo.  

Most cameras will alert you when your subject is out of focus. An out-of-focus warning 
is typically a blinking box in the center of the viewfinder or a red indicator bar or light in 
the viewfinder.  

Zoom in  
Once you are physically close to your subject, you can also use your camera's zoom 
function to get the composition you want. Use the zoom to get even closer to your 
subject. The closest focusing point may vary depending on the zoom setting, so be sure to 
position yourself so that your camera can still achieve focus before capturing your close-
up. A nice result of using the zoom feature is that a more shallow depth of field is often 
achieved, blurring the background of your composition, like in Figure 4-4. This allows 
the viewer's eye to focus on the details of the subject. We will explore this concept 

further when we learn more 
about controlling depth of field 
in macro photography.  

 
Figure 4-4: A close-up shot with 
shallow depth of field results in a 
blurred background.  

Use your macro or 
close-up shooting 
mode  
Most digital cameras have a 

macro or close-up mode. The icon for this shooting mode is most often a flower. The 
macro mode allows you to get very close to your subject. Depending on your camera, this 
may be anywhere from six to 18 inches away from your subject. If your camera has this 



capability, you will be able to achieve super close-ups with shallow depth of field. Your 
incredibly detailed photos may even look like they were shot through a magnifying lens.  

Cropping  
Another great way to get a close-up is to crop a high-resolution picture you have already 
taken. To do this with your digital photos, shoot at the highest resolution your camera can 
handle. If the photo is low resolution, cropping it will result in a blurry or pixilated print. 
Cropping was used to achieve a close-up in Figure 4-5. The top picture of the butterfly 
was cropped to reveal greater detail.  

 
Figure 4-5: This butterfly photo 
was cropped to show more 
detail.  

Figure 4-6 shows the same photo 
cropped in even closer for an 
artsy, abstract photographic 
effect. Cropping this closely 
allows the viewer to enjoy the 
texture and color of the butterfly 
wing. Note that as you get 
closer, you can see more of the 
pixels in the photo. Shooting at 
the highest resolution possible 
will allow you more creative 

freedom when cropping photos.  

 



Figure 4-6: Extreme cropping produces an abstract photo, highlighting the texture and 
color of the butterfly wing.  

Cropping is also a useful technique for removing distracting elements from otherwise 
beautiful photos. When you accidentally capture distracting elements, consider cropping 
them out of the photo so that your viewer is not distracted.  

Using aperture to control depth of field in macro photography 
 

In Lesson 2, you learned how the aperture controls the depth of field. Depth of field 
(DOF) is one of the most important fundamental elements of a photo because DOF 
determines what is in focus.  

Many digital cameras have an Aperture Priority setting on them, sometimes called an 
AV setting. This setting allows you to adjust the aperture opening of the camera. When 
you set the aperture, the camera will automatically select an appropriate shutter speed 
which determines the amount of light needed to take the picture. This is a great mode to 
photograph in because it lets you control the depth of field while the camera does the 
difficult math.  

Using your camera's zoom 
function also controls depth of 
field. When you use the zoom 
feature, a larger aperture opening 
is needed. Figure 4-8 shows this 
principle in action. The top 
photo illustrates a wide depth of 
field. Both the woman and the 
background are in sharp focus. 
The zoom feature was used to 
shoot the photo at the bottom of 
Figure 4-7. When the zoom was 
applied, the camera needed a 
larger aperture opening. The 
larger aperture created a shallow 
depth of field, blurring the 
background of the photo.  

 
Figure 4-7: Zooming and 
aperture affect the primary 
subject of the photo.  

When you are shooting close-
ups, keep in mind that the 



smaller the aperture opening (which is the larger number on your cameras aperture like 
11, 16, or 22) the more detail there will be in both the background and foreground of 
your photograph. The larger the aperture opening (which is the smaller number on your 
cameras aperture setting like 2.8, 3.5, 4.5, or 5.6) the less detail will be in the 
background. So for portraits and macros you would usually select a larger aperture to blur 
the background. But for landscape photos, use a smaller aperture opening to get more 
detail in both the closest objects and background.  

Figure 4-8 shows what can happen when you use a large aperture setting. The flowers 
actually make the grand cathedral in the background less imposing.  

 
Figure 4-8: The flowers in the foreground are the 
focus of the photo, while the cathedral behind is 
blurred.  

In comparison, although there are flowers in the 
foreground of the photo, the temple in the back is 
still the main subject of the photo. Using a small 
aperture setting ensures that everything is clearly in 
focus.  

 
Figure 4-9: Using a smaller aperture setting, the temple is still the main subject of the 
photo despite the flowers in the foreground.  
 

Now that you understand how the aperture and zoom will help you take your close-up 
pictures to a new level, you are ready to learn how professional photographers control 
lighting for macro shots.  



 
Figure 4-10: Lighting can be an 
issue when you're shooting very 
close close-ups like this one.  

Turn off your 
flash  
When taking macro shots, be 
sure to turn off your fill flash. 
Using a fill flash at a short 

distance will "blow out" the photo, causing the pixels to become completely white with 
no usable information. If you find yourself in a low-light situation, do not be tempted to 
use the flash. Do what professionals do instead: adjust the ISO setting.  

ISO stands for International Standards Organization, which was created to keep the 
emulsion standards for film consistent around the world. (It used to be called ASA: 
American Standards Organization.) The ISO is the numbering --100, 200, 400, etc. -- of 
film speeds that determines the film's sensitivity to light. In today's digital camera, ISO is 
still important because it's a measure of a camera's sensitivity to light. For general 
picture-taking, you want your ISO set at its lowest setting. This is 100 for most cameras. 
That setting gives you the best quality of picture if you have enough light. As you raise 
the ISO on the camera, your camera's sensor will be more sensitive to light. An 
unfortunate side-effect of higher ISO speeds is a slight degradation of the quality of the 
photo.  

Photo quality degrades at higher ISO settings because the camera sensor is forced to be 
more sensitive to the light, allowing you to see the pixels of the sensor on the darker areas 
of your photograph. What you see in the background of the photo when you raise the ISO 
is called noise. This is a similar phenomenon as underexposure in film photography. 
Even with the possibility of noise or grain, raising the ISO is still a better option than 
shooting with a flash.  

Be sure to reset your ISO speed after you have finished a low-light photo shoot. 
Forgetting to do so may result in grainy photos during your next photo shoot!  

Reduce camera shake  
Macro photography requires a steady hand. Steady your camera by using a tripod or other 
steady surface. Rest the camera on a table, fence, chair, or anything handy in order to 
achieve the best results. When all else fails, lean your body against a solid surface, such 
as a wall, to help reduce camera shake.  



 
Figure 4-11: Use a tripod to 
steady the camera during 
extreme close-up shots.  

Now that you understand how to 
achieve good results with close-
ups, you're ready to explore your 
environment with a brand-new 
perspective. Enjoy yourself as 
you rediscover the wonders of 
the world that surrounds you.  

 


