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Settings: f16, 1/30s, ISO200
Equipment: 10D, Sigma 105mm macro,
1.4XTC
Flash diffused with omnibounce (-1 stop
comp)

Article

Dragonfly Photography — Field Guide
by Edsel ROMERO

Category: Macro

When I was a kid, I used to catch dragonflies (and damselflies)
near the rice field at my hometown. I did this using my bare
hands. When I was five, I thought that there were only 2 types of
dragonflies — those that are difficult to catch and those that are
impossible to catch because they are just hovering around every
time. To catch a dragonfly, I need to sneak behind it and grab it
by the tail. Often times I failed. Despite a painstakingly slow
approach they often fly away.

Ever wonder why it is not easy to approach dragonflies from any
direction? The reason is... a dragonfly’s head is almost covered
with eyes! Dragonflies (and bees) have the largest compound eyes
of any insect. Equipped with multifaceted eye, Dragonflies can see
in all directions at the same time. Since they hunt their prey by
sight, dragonflies are very sensitive to motion. They can detect
moving objects including photographers trying to adjust the
tripod legs and nervously checking whether DOF is enough for
the shot. So, how to photograph them then? After doing some
research and my frequent encounters with this insect in the field,
here are some tips and basic guidelines to improve your success
rate in taking good photos of this elusive Dragonfly.

WHAT IS THE RIGHT EQUIPMENT FOR DRAGONFLY PHOTOGRAPHY?

Anyone can create excellent images with the most affordable equipment by applying the proper
technique.

Dragonfly photography does not require high magnification. The common dragonflies you can find in
Singapore and most of the Asian countries normally measure 30mm length and 70mm wingspan or
bigger. You can use a long lens with close focus capability, screw a close up filter on your regular
lens, use extension tubes between a lens and the camera body, dedicated macro lens, or even
compact digital cameras with macro capability can do the job.

To effectively photograph this insect, the lens must be able to give you a good magnification at a
decent working distance of at least 2 feet. Zoom lenses with focal lengths from 70-200 to 100-400
are more suitable to photograph a dragonfly. It’s an advantage as it allows precise framing of the
subject and variable magnification.

I started shooting dragonflies using my sigma 105mm. It’s really outstanding in terms of sharpness
and magnification for “head and shoulder” shots, but failed in terms of working distance. Then, I
coupled it with 1.4X extender to increase the working distance. This combo improves my success
rate in the field, but I still continue to explore the ‘right equipment’. I’ve tried using 70-200mm zoom
lens with +4 close-up filter and 25mm extension tube. +4 can only give me ¼ meter working
distance with a noticeable degradation in image quality (as it was a single element). 25mm
extension tube was the best choice but handholding was tough, not to mention losing about ½ stop.
So, I decided to keep on using my sigma 105mm + 1.4x combo for most of my dragonfly
photography. Until recently when I got my 100-400mm IS, combining it with 25mm extension tube
or double elements 500D (+3) gives me the best result so far. But, I must say that the equipment
choice is subjective depending on the photographer’s style of shooting.

The next equipment decision you have to make is whether to use flash and which type of flash. It is
recommended not to use flash, as the dragonfly’s head is highly reflective. But one of the greatest
challenges in shooting with normal light (sunlight) is that the color temperature is always changing.
If you are not careful enough with your white balance setting, you may not get an accurate color of
the dragonfly. Although I must add that most of the digital cameras now are equipped with more
accurate WB for most of the scene. There are also some instances wherein the use of flash is
recommended especially in low light and when eliminating shadow caused by a harsh sunlight.
Diffused flash lighting is always recommended to act as a fill-in light to the shadows and it gives
more natural looks lighting. You can either use the camera built-in flash, external flash or macro ring
flash. If you decide to use the built-in flash, it’s better to diffuse the lighting by placing a tissue or a
tracing paper in front of flash. In my case, I always use an improvised small plastic cap to cover the
flash that acts as an omni-bounce. However, the use of external flash is better to properly illuminate
the subject and the background. In this case, diffuse your external flash output by using an omni-
bounce, pocket bouncer or a flash card. In my case, I use an omni-bounce for easy handling. I
haven’t tried using Macro ring flash, so, I cannot give a comment on this. But I don’t think it’s a
necessity for this type of photography.

Now, Is the tripod important for Dragonfly photography? Well, it depends on your handholding
capability, the magnification you want and the amount of light available. Most dragonfly
photographers would say that tripod and dragonfly are totally incompatible. However, the use of
tripod is important in order to get good details especially in a close-up dragonfly shot where slight
camera movement may cause an out-of-focused subject. In my case, I use tripod 50% of the times.
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Settings: f11, 1/125s, ISO 200
Equipment: Canon 10D, Sigma 105mm, 1.4x, 550EX
Overcast day, flash diffused with omnibounce

Marsh Garden Planthouse

Sundial Pond

Taken at the Sundial Pond
Settings: f9.5, 1/60s, ISO 200
Equipment: Canon 10D, Sigma 105mm,
550EX
Flash diffused with omnibounce

You don’t need an expensive tripod for this purpose. Just get a sturdy tripod and ballhead/panhead
that can support your equipment.
 

WHAT TIME OF THE DAY IS THE BEST TO
PHOTOGRAPH A DRAGONFLY?

Like many other insects, it is better to
photograph dragonflies early in the morning or
during dull cloudy days, as they are less active
on this period. However, cloudy day is often
accompanied with strong wind that makes it
even difficult for photography. So, I still prefer to
photograph them early in the morning while the
wind generally has not yet started up. Overcast
day, where thin clouds cover the sun, is also a
good time to photograph a dragonfly. This is the
best time photographing using natural light.

 

WHERE IS THE BEST PLACE TO
PHOTOGRAPH A DRAGONFLY?

Dragonflies are attracted to wet areas, especially
with still or slow moving water. You can easily
spot them near the pond, reservoirs, lakes,
canals and rivers. These areas are good place
for them to lay eggs and hunt mosquitoes or
other smaller insects. Dragonflies are cold-
blooded and that is why they are out only during
the day. Since they are only relying on the sun’s
heat to keep them warm, they tend to perch in
exposed leaves, branches or logs. This behavior
provides an advantage for photographers to get
a better background when photographing them.

One of the best locations in Singapore for dragonfly photography is the Botanic Gardens. Three
particular places I can recommend are the Marsh garden, Sundial pond and the Planthouse. Having
a large number of dragonflies around these areas will increase your success rate to photograph
them.
 

TIPS AND TECHNIQUES

Once you have spotted your subject, there are some
considerations that need to take into account before making
your move.

1. Composition — From which angle do you want to shoot
your subject? You have to decide first whether you want to
shoot from the side, front, top or even from the back.
Choosing from which direction you will approach
beforehand will minimize your lateral movement.
Dragonflies, as with all sighted creatures, are very sensitive
to sideways movement across the field of vision but are
less sensitive to direct movement towards them.

 
2. Lighting — It is preferred that the lighting will come from

your back. In this case, the subject will be properly lighted
and the exposure will be much easier. Although sometimes
side lighting or backlighting is better for more artistic
photos.

 

3. Background — This is the area where I am
very particular. I always believe that no mater
how interesting the subject is, even with the
perfect exposure and composition, the
distracting background can easily ruin the fine
image. So, before making your approach, you
have to observe the appearance of the
background behind your subject. Study
carefully and gauge how will it appear in the
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Taken at the Planthouse
Settings: f16, 1/190s, ISO200
Equipment: 10D, 100-400IS, 25mm extension tube

You can easily get close to a “busy” dragonfly.
Taken at the Marsh Garden
Settings: f13, 1/45s, ISO200
Equipment: 10D, Sigma105 macro, 1.4TC

Dragonfly in Obelisk Posture
Taken at the Sundial Pond
Settings: f22, 1/125s, ISO200
Equipment: 10D, 100-400mmIS, 500D

Close-up Dragonfly shot showing the
reflection on the head.
Settings: f13, 1/45s, ISO200
Equipment: 10D, Sigma 105mm, 550EX

Close-up Dragonfly shot.
Flash was held away from the subject.
Settings: f16, 1/60s, ISO200
Equipment: 10D, Sigma 105mm, 1.4TC,
550EX

carefully and gauge how will it appear in the
photo. Color blending of the subject and
background is important for greater impact in
the photo.

 After deciding on which direction you will take,
approach your target slowly and stop at a
distance not too near to the subject and take
your first record shot. But if you are using close-
up filter, you can only focus at (1/close-up filter
strength) meter or lesser . What I normally do is
to stop at about 1 meter from the dragonfly and
take1 or 2 shots (with flash) before making my
final approach. I noticed that it is easier to get
close to it after firing the flash couple of times.
Somehow, the swift lighting from the flash
causes them to be “visually impaired” for a while.
Although I don’t have any scientific explanation
or proof on this, except that I have managed to
take a close-up photo at a distance of 2 inches
from its head using this technique.

 
The target dragonfly will usually be sighted as it settles several meters away. Don’t approach an
insect that just landed, they are normally more alert just after they land. Give them time to settle in
first before making your approach.
 
OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

Try to photograph a dragonfly in an upright posture with its
abdomen pointed upward (so-called obelisk posture) . This
posture adds some ‘dynamism’ in your photo. They usually
rest with their wings pointed straight out to the side or
downward. They usually land on the perch in an upright
posture and slowly close down their wings after couple of
seconds, giving the photographer a slight chance of capturing
them in obelisk posture.

Tips: Dragonflies are often territorial, and will frequently return
to the same perch. You may try clapping your hands to scare
them. Let it fly and wait for it to perch in an upright posture,
then shoot.

One of the most critical
aspects in macro
photography is obtaining
enough depth-of-field
(DOF) to keep the
important parts of the
subject in focus. It is not
always feasible to step
down at your desired f-
stop, as it would mean
using slower shutter speed and capturing jagged background.

Tips: You have to maximize the effectiveness of whatever
DOF you have. To increase the chances of getting the subject
in focus, camera placement is important. Make sure that the
back your camera is parallel to the insect’s body. Thus, the
dragonfly’s head and the tip of its abdomen should be of the
same distance from your lens.

Another aspect that you
have to take into
consideration is the
highly reflective head of
the dragonfly. You may
not be able to remove

the distracting reflection completely but minimizing it will help
a lot to improve the appearance of the photo.

Tips: Strong lighting is the major cause of reflection. In order
to overcome this, soft and evenly lighting is needed. Shooting
in an overcast day using the natural lighting is the best
solution to this problem. If you intend to use flash, try to diffuse
the lighting using any of the method I have stated earlier. If
the camera is mounted on a tripod, you may try using an off-
shoe camera cord or remote trigger and hold the flash away
from the subject to get a softer and more even lighting.

FINAL NOTE

After taking the shots you want, show your courtesy to
the insect by departing slowly in the same way as you
came.
The easiest way to photograph the dragonflies is by
observing their behavior. Some dragonflies are more
tolerant than others, be patient. Once you have found a dragonfly that will let you get close,
be prepared. All the settings should be in place, you might only get one shot.
Practice! As the famous adage goes, Experience is the best teacher. Spend more time in the
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field, that’s the only way to gain experience. Don’t just rely on what you have read, try
discover something that will make a big difference in your photos.
Lastly, always treat Nature with respect she deserves. Respect for Nature means respect for
all that lives!
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