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  Introduction


  This planet is extraordinary. The drive to capture the stunning natural phenomena it exhibits is felt by everyone who travels to exotic locales, but it is particularly suited to photographers, who can capture and showcase its visual qualities, all the while benefiting from the thrill of engaging these powerful forces head-on. It’s one thing to appreciate at a distance the aesthetic qualities of a photo of a volcano erupting in the night, or a twister ripping through an open field (and the destruction left in its wake); almost everyone recognizes the value of such imagery. But it’s quite another thing to be the person who captures those images in the first place, to venture out into the world with a keen eye for the best possible angles and composition, and return home not only with fantastic images to display and sell, but also with the enviable ability to say, “I was there. I captured that. Here’s the proof.” Such is the unique domain of extreme nature photographers.


  In describing the particular geological and ecological systems that encapsulate the Earth’s exceptional subjects, there is no shortage of precise, scientific terminology. While this book does contain an abundance of scientific information (as the knowledgeable nature photographer is all the more likely to get great shots), it is not a textbook. Toward that end, the subjects contained herein are categorized into the ancient elements in order to represent the basic, fundamental qualities that encompass the full stretch of nature’s awesome incarnations. You may call it an alchemical approach to extreme nature photography. The elements of earth, air, fire, and water are deeply rooted in our collective unconscious, and they resonate with our most primal instincts to impart awe, mystery, inspiration, and even fear. The extreme nature photographer seeks from the viewer precisely such reactions to their images, and so approaching these various and diverse subjects in elemental terms can help them focus on the most effective means of capture and representation.
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  Of course, as photography is always a cooperation between artistic inspiration and firm, technological understanding, each subject will be explained thoroughly, not only in terms of how it is created and why it exists in nature, but also in the particular photographic challenges it presents. These are not your typical vacation photos or family snapshots—far from it. The extreme photography taught in this book pushes the limits of your stamina and determination just as much as your gear and technique. If it was easy to capture these images, they wouldn’t be nearly so precious and awe-inspiring. Indeed, half the fun is seeking out and finding, and then recording and presenting, the brute force of nature in its element.
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  Earth


  Unless you manage to snag a ticket into space, you’ll likely be taking all of your photographs here on planet earth. Of course, for the purposes of this chapter, earth has a more narrow definition: the land, and all the stunning geologic formations in which it presents itself. We begin with a discussion of that most classic of photographic genres, the landscape, whose photographic and compositional rules apply largely to every other topic throughout the book. Learn how to balance the exposures of the sky and the land, and how to incorporate foreground, mid-ground, and background elements into a harmonious whole, and you will have the basic approach to a great many other elements. This chapter also embraces one particular earthen feature: the desert, and all the challenges (and opportunities) that this extremely hot environment presents to the adventurous photographer.
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  Landscapes


  Landscapes are one of the most popular and rewarding genres of photography. It has enjoyed a real renaissance in the last decade since the introduction of sophisticated, affordable DSLR cameras, which allow amateur and professional photographers alike to create high-quality landscape imagery. Yet the masters still have the ability to raise the standard of their landscape photography well above the average. Good landscapes require planning, dedication, and strong photographic technique.


  The evolution of humankind is inextricably linked to our environment, and the joy we gain from viewing a stunning landscape image is arguably a subconscious acknowledgement of our ancestral past. Whether it’s a coastline, mountain range, mist-shrouded peak, river, forest, you name it—a powerful landscape image has the ability to stir strong emotions within us.


  Historically, landscape photography was the preserve of the large-format field camera, which required long treks with heavy equipment, making prior scouting of locations essential. The need for exemplary technique was also paramount in order to avoid costly mistakes with 5x4 sheet film. The work of Ansel Adams, performed mainly in America’s Midwest, is a perfect example of the craft, and continues to inspire new generations of landscape photographers.


  Arguably, some of today’s higher-end DSLRs—particularly those with an abundance of megapixels—can now match the resolution of the old field cameras without the expense of film processing or the bulk. However, there is no substitute for good technique. Many of today’s top landscape photographers have made the switch from field cameras to DSLRs, and they apply the same rigorous techniques of the field camera to their DSLR work.


  Without a doubt, quality of light is the transforming factor in landscape photography. Composition, technique, equipment, and mood are all important as well, but the quality of the light can transform even the most humdrum location into a stunning masterpiece. Almost without exception, the best landscapes are therefore captured during the golden hours—the hour leading up to sunset, and the hour following sunrise. At these times, the distinction between day and night is blurred (boundaries and edges have always made interesting photographic subject matter by adding a sense of tension to images). Rich colors, such as red, orange, pink, and magenta, are also most prevalent at these times—a result of the sun’s rays having to travel farther through the earth’s atmosphere, which has the effect of filtering out the blue end of the light spectrum. Bright sunlight also tends to bleach out colors.
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    Grand Canyon National Park


    While the earth offers no shortage of stunning landscape subjects, some are invariably more photogenic than others. The Grand Canyon, for instance, has been photographed countless times over the years, but it still reveals itself in new ways, under different lighting conditions.

  


  At the same time, clouds can be dramatically illuminated from a sun that is below the horizon from the perspective of an earth-bound viewer. Even when the sun is above the horizon, its intensity is much softer at these times than during the middle of the day. This makes exposure easier insofar as there is typically less dynamic range (or difference between the brightest and darkest areas of the scene), which is less demanding of your camera’s sensor (which is capable of capturing only so much dynamic range before highlights get “blown out” to pure white, and shadows “block up” to pure black).


  The low sunlight also provides modeling for the contours and details of the landscape. When the sun is high in the sky, the ground is fairly evenly lit resulting in flat, dimensionless images. But low sunlight during the golden hours creates dramatic contrast between shadows and highlights, illuminating edges and creating strong light patterns and shapes.


  The golden hours also have implications for image composition. The best results are often obtained by shooting at an angle of 90 degrees to the low sun (with the sun to either side of the camera), which accentuates the modeling of the land, and creates rich, contrasty images by reducing the relative dynamic range of the scene.


  Of course, rules are there to be broken. The presence of mist, for example, might allow the photographer to capture stunning images by shooting directly into the sun, often termed contre-jour (translated from French as “against daylight”). Placing foreground subjects, such as trees, rocks, and buildings, can also “damp down” the intensity of the sun, thus allowing contre-jour shooting.
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    Unspoiled views


    A key to photographing high-quality landscapes is finding a perspective that isn’t obscured or contaminated by any elements of human civilization.
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    Light and long shadows


    It’s not just the warm, saturated quality of the light that makes the golden hours such a valuable photographic aide, it’s also the acute angle at which that light strikes its subjects, casting them in stark relief against a rolling vista, accentuating their forms with long shadows that stretch out before them.

  


  Commonly, landscape images adhere to the rule of thirds when it comes to composition. Compare the impact of a landscape image with the horizon placed in the center of the frame, with one in which the horizon is placed one-third down from the top of the frame. As well as adding more tension to an image, this compositional rule also allows the photographer to include foreground interest—waves, rocks, a line of trees, gates, paths, animals, and so on—and to create all-important leading lines.


  Placing foreground interest in the frame, often at close quarters, creates a sense of being there for the viewer. The presence of textures, such as lichen on a rock, will add to this effect, hopefully making the viewer want to reach in and feel the surface of the subject. Foreground subjects also provide a sense of perspective for the sweep of a wide landscape or a towering mountain range.


  Leading lines are used to add impact and interest, and to literally lead the viewer into the image or toward the intended focal point. A line of trees, a path, a sequence of rocks, a mountain ridge, clouds, even shadows and shapes can be placed in such a way that they draw the viewer’s gaze toward the main point of interest, which could be the rising sun, a cliff, a lone tree, or a distant mountain enjoying the first glowing rays of dawn.


  Conversely, some of the most powerful landscape images are the simplest, drawing on mood, color, shapes, and balance to create graphic or contemplative images. Such creative decisions are of course down to the individual photographer.
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    Look for leading lines


    Though not exclusively artificial, leading lines do tend to originate from man-made setups, as with this row of trees planted in a perfect line. The order they instill in a scene is a powerful contribution to the composition. Besides guiding the viewer’s eye into the scene, they can also organize an otherwise cluttered landscape.

  


  Another consideration is whether to shoot landscapes in a literal fashion, recording the scene exactly as it appears, or to work more interpretively, using shapes, colors, forms, and textures to create a mood, feeling, or concept, while still retaining a sense of place.


  Choosing a suitable location is one of the most challenging decisions for a landscape photographer. There is a temptation to travel increasingly farther afield in order to capture a new or previously un-photographed scene and location. However, getting to know a location by repeat visits can often yield better results, as the photographer becomes acquainted with the nuances of the location, such as direction of the sun, how the light models the land, microclimate (is the location prone to mist?), and the best vistas or compositions. Intimate knowledge of a popular location can elevate images from the average and provide a new interpretation of a familiar or well-photographed location or landmark.


  If visiting a new location, there is no substitute for prior scouting trips. Understanding the location allows the photographer to quickly respond to changes in light, mood, and weather during what is often a small window of opportunity. If the sun briefly appears from behind a cloud, casting glorious golden light over a scene, the last thing a photographer should be doing is working out how best to use the light in context of the landscape before them.


  Patience is key in landscape photography. Some of the best images are a result of repeat visits coupled with hours of patient waiting for the right light or weather. Atmospheric conditions will also have a strong impact on the mood of the final image. Arriving or receding weather fronts and storms can often produce dramatic lighting.
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    Seize the light


    Knowing exactly where to be when the sun is at its most golden is often essential. Location scouting is all part of the fun of landscape photography, as you must recognize not only the immediate beauty of a scene, but also its potential for future shots, in other weather or different light.
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    Shooting Tips:


    


    > Treat your photo excursions like a camping trip, and pack everything you’ll need for the day.


    


    > Don’t just take one shot and be done with a scene; see if there are passing clouds that will diffuse the light, or if the angle of the sun later in the day will enliven certain elements with long, contrasty shadows.

  


  Setting the exposure will depend on the composition and whether strong light is included within the frame. For the best image quality, use a low ISO of between 50 and 200. Aperture settings of around f/16 and above are routinely used in landscape photography to ensure the greatest depth of field—the zone of sharp focus between which the nearest and farthest elements of the frame.


  Such narrow apertures do, however, add the problem of diffraction, which degrades image quality; so balance is the key. One way to avoid this is to use hyperfocal distances to focus. A more general tip for focusing is to focus on a spot around one-third into the frame at a mid-to-narrow aperture, which will often yield good results (because at any given aperture, depth of field extends one third in front of the focused distance, and two thirds behind it). This combination of low ISO and narrow aperture will most likely require a fairly slow shutter speed, particularly during the golden hours—hence the need for a tripod.


  As a rule of thumb, take an initial exposure reading from a neutral tone in the scene such as a gray cloud, rock, blue sky (away from the sun), or grass, and work from there, ensuring that both the highlight and shadow details are recorded by the camera’s sensor by checking the histogram on a test exposure.


  It is quite common for the dynamic range of the scene to be too high for even the best camera sensors, so graduated neutral density filters are used to balance the dynamic range between the brightness of the sky and sun, and the shadows in the foreground. ND filters are another essential item for the landscape photographer (see box opposite). Shooting in a Raw format does provide more flexibility in post-production, and in some cases can retrieve blown-out highlight areas.


  In general, the exposure on a modern DSLR should be skewed as far to the right of the image histogram as possible without blowing out any highlight details. By dialing up exposure as far as possible (but not allowing the histogram to get “clipped” off at the far right) the photographer ensures the best possible image quality, as noise levels in the shadows are reduced, and the sensor is working in its optimal range. It is therefore able to capture more information and detail—exposure levels can then be dialed back down in post-processing, while retaining the optimal quality.


  More extreme landscapes require the same adherence to technique, if not greater care. At the same time, they risk more potential for damage to both equipment and photographer. Waterfall or desert photography, for example, will require extra weatherproof protection for the equipment, while extremely cold conditions not only reduce battery life, but also bring the danger of condensation once the equipment is returned to a warmer, indoor environment.


  More extreme landscape photography should also be performed in the presence of trained guides, or experienced fellow photographers. As always with landscape photography, careful preparation and planning is key.
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    High dynamic range


    Shooting directly into the sun, even when it is diffused by cloud cover, makes it difficult to balance exposure between the bright sky and darker foreground (especially when you’re shooting into foreground shadows, as here). While various methods exist to address this issue, ND filters are often your best bet.
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    You will need:


    


    > Lenses with distance markings (so you can determine their hyperfocal distances easily)


    


    > A quality, sturdy tripod


    


    > Neutral density filters with step-up or step-down rings for your various lenses (if they have different filter thread sizes)
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    Focus from near to far


    While wide-aperture lenses are usually the priciest and most desired lenses for any given camera system, they are of quite limited use to the landscape photographer, who tends to keep apertures as narrow as possible (without reaching into diffraction territory) in order to maximize sharpness through the full depth of their scenes.

  


  Setting Exposure with Graduated Neutral Density Filters


  Graduated filters are made of transparent material, with a darker area at the top half of the filter. This darker area reduces the exposure by a set amount, for example a 1-stop graduated ND filter, 2-stop, 3-stop and so on, only in the areas of the scene that it covers. The filters are slid into a filter holder on the front of the lens, with the transition from the transparent to the dark area on the filter positioned along the horizon as the photographer looks through the viewfinder. The effect is to reduce the exposure of the sky by the appropriate amount.


  Take an exposure reading from a neutral tone in the sky such as a gray cloud, and a separate reading from a similarly neutral tone in the foreground. If the difference is, say, four f-stops, use a filter that will bring the difference down to one f-stop—in this case a three f-stop filter.


  Graduated ND filters are available with a “hard” graduation—a distinct line between the dark and transparent sections of the filter, useful when the horizon is clearly visible and not obscured by subjects such as trees or mountains—or with a more gradual “soft” graduation, used when the horizon of the scene is not flat or is obscured.


  Setting the Hyperfocal Distance


  The hyperfocal distance describes the closest distance at which a lens can be focused, while keeping everything from there to infinity in acceptable focus. When the lens is focused at the hyperfocal distance, everything from half of the hyperfocal distance to infinity will be in focus. So, for example, if the hyperfocal distance is 1 meter, by setting the lens to focus at 1m, everything from 50cm (half the hyperfocal distance) to infinity should be in acceptably sharp focus.


  The hyperfocal distance is always the same for a particular focal length, aperture and sensor size, so they can be found on many reference sites or charts, and simply printed out and placed in your backpack ready for the next landscape trip. Let us say that, having set up a 35mm camera and tripod and framed a composition at 24mm and f/11, the fixed hyperfocal distance (reading from a source chart) will always be 3.64m—so setting the lens focus distance at 3.64m will mean that any objects from 1.82m (half of 3.64m) from the front of the lens to infinity will be in acceptable focus. This method allows the photographer to use the smallest aperture number possible (i.e. widest aperture) and therefore reduce the risk of diffraction, an artifact of using high aperture numbers (such as f/22) that degrades image quality. A wider aperture also allows the use of faster shutter speeds.
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