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Beyond the Basics®

10 Ways to Transform Your Wildlife Photography
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INTRODUCTION

Entry into wildlife photography often begins with these
questions: which camera should | use? What shutter speed?
Where should | focus?

Those things matter. Yet many photographers reach a stage
where their images don’t look or feel as strong as they hoped.

The issue isn’'t equipment or settings. It's clarity of intention.

Over time, I've found that meaningful wildlife photography
rests on three foundations: seeing, story, and style.

Seeing is about awareness - slowing down long enough to
notice what others miss. Light, gesture, setting, atmosphere.

Story is about intention - understanding what you want the
image to say, and what to include or leave out.

Style is about interpretation - the subtle decisions that shape
how your photos feel

The technical “rules” of photography provide structure and
control. Once you understand them, they become tools
rather than limitations.

In this eBook, I'll guide you through ten foundational principles
to strengthen your technique, and suggest ways to go further
SO your images become more deliberate and personal.

Transformation comes from understanding the basics, and
using them with intention.
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Keep shooting until you think you've exhausted every idea -
and then stay a little longer.

If the light fades or the weather turns, resist the urge to pack up
immediately. Subtle shifts, such as mist rolling in, gentle rainfall,
or an animal changing its behaviour, can transform an ordinary
scene into something memorable.

Just as important as how__:_you.pho’rogroph is why. Ask yourself:
- what drew you fo "r-he subject in the first place? What feels
""-Th_ respondmg to? The o’rmosphere?
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3. FOCUS ON THE EYES q_}

When photographing animal portraits, sharp focus on the
eyes is crucial. We instinctively connect with the eyes first,
and if they aren't sharp, the image will feel slightly “off” - =~
even if everything else is in focus. oy U

Using single-point autofocus gives you precision, _
especially when working with wide apertures and shallow IW
depth of field. Look for catchlight (a small reflection of light

in the eye) as this adds life and energy to the portrait. " f(‘ f

If the eyes are sharp and expressive, you're halfway to a ﬂ .
compelling image. Ask yourself what you want the viewer |
to feel when they meet that gaze.




Not every photograph needs to centre on the eyes.

Sometimes another detail tells the story more effectively.
A boar’s swishing tail or the curve of a swan's neck can
suggest character and behaviour without showing the
full face.

Don’'t feel restricted by convention. If another element
better captures the essence of the moment, trust your
instinct and let it lead. If you'd like tp practise these ideas
but don’'t know where to begin, details of my workshops
are available at www.paulalistaircollins.co.uk.
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(or where they |nTer§ecT) encourages the viewer's eye to
move naturally through the image rather than se’r’rlmg in one

place. It's a reliable starting point, especmlly if you're unsure
Qow ’ro frome a scene.
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Let the story dictate the composition, not the other way
round.

Sometimes a centred subject feels stronger. Sometimes
large areas of empty space communicate isolation,
tension or scale. If an unconventional composition tells
the story more clearly, embrace it.

Composition should serve meaning. When you begin
composing based on feeling rather than formula, your
images gain emotional impact.
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. 5. GIVE CONJE

Telephoto lenses (300mm or longer) are often
necessary for photographing shy wildlife
subjects. The one drawback is they can isolate
animals from their surroundings.

Consider including elements of the
environment. A wider lens or stepping back
slightly can reveal habitat, weather and
scale - all of which help tell a richer story.
The setting often adds as much interest

as the subject itself.

Ask yourself: Whére does this animal live?
What does its world look like?
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TAKE IT FURTHER

You don't need a wide lens to suggest place.

Shooting through foliage, grasses or other foreground
elements can create a natural frame and hint aft
environment while still isolating your subject. A wide
aperture will soften these layers, adding depth and
atmosphere. %

Context shapes narrative, but it doesn’t always
mean showing everything. Ask yourself whether the
environment strengthens the story, or distracts from it.
Sometimes suggestion is more powerful than full
description.
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6. SHOW BEHAVIOUR

Portraits are engaging, but behaviour adds
life.

Look for patterns in movement and body
language. The more time you spend
observing, the easier it becomes to anticipate
moments - feeding, grooming, interaction,
flight. Being ready for these behaviours
transforms your images from static records into
storytelling photographs.

Patience is key. Wildlife photography rewards
those who watch carefully. But rather than
photographing every movement, wait for the
gesture that reveals character.

www.paulalistaircollins.co.uk



TAKE IT FURTHER

Behaviour doesn’'t have to be dramatic to be
meaningful.

A subtle gesture - a preening feather, a pause
before movement - can be just as powerful

as action. These quieter moments often evoke
stronger emotional responses because they feel
intimate and authentic.

Sometimes the smallest behaviours carry the
greatest impact.
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8. THINK IN COLOUR

Colour has emotional power.

Warm tones such as reds and oranges feel energetic and
“push” out of the image, while cold blues and greens tend
to feel calm and immersive. Being aware of colour
relationships can strengthen your compositions and guide
how a viewer experiences your image.

Look at the background as carefully as the subject. Do the
colours support the mood you want, or compete with it?
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Try removing colour entirely.

Black and white can simplify complex scenes and
emphasise texture, shape and contrast. Without

colour competing for attention, form and texture /
become more prominent. A

Don't convert every image - but when colour
feels distracting rather than supportive, stripping
it back can be transformative.
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9. WORK WIT SHT

Light shapes mood more thc

alagaent,

Shooting with the sun behind you prov illumination,
but the most flattering light often occurs @ dusk
when it is softer and warmer. Early and late ligk s
harsh shadows and adds depth. Midday sun tend e
unflattering highlights and shsslows that lack detail.

Pay attention to direction and quality. Light isn’t just
illumination - it's atmosphere. Is it shaping the subject,
~softening it, dramatising it?
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TAKE IT FURTHER

Turn toward the light.

Backlighting can create drama, highlight texture and produce
silhouettes or glowing outlines. Shooting into sunlight may feel
counterintuitive, but it often yields atmospheric results.

You may need to increase shutter speed or decrease ISO to
darken your images while preserving detail in light areas.

Don’'t shy away from flare or shadow. Used thoughtfully,
they can elevate your image from descriptive to expressive.
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WANT TO LEARN MORE?

Photography goes beyond memorising rules and
capturing what's in front of you. It's about learning
to see and feel.

The techniques in this book are tools - there to give
you control when something fleeting unfolds in front
of you.

If this eBook has encouraged you to slow down,
experiment, and think more intentionally about your
iImages, the next step is to experience that process
in the field.

| run small-group workshops and international wildlife
photography tours designed to help you refine your
own visual style. We focus on incredible wildlife
moments, atmosphere, observation, and creative
growth, with plenty of time for personal guidance.

If you'd prefer to start smaller, | also offer relaxed taster
sessions - designed to help you build confidence and
clarity in your photography.

You can explore upcoming workshops, trips, blog posts,
and videos at:

www.paulalistaircollins.co.uk

I'd love to welcome you.
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Small-Group Wildlife Photography Tours Worldwide

Exclusive access. Intimate encounters. Creative growth.
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