
A Photographic 
Experience: 

Photographing Birds of 
Prey

Joe Klocek



A photographic experience

In this book you will find example 
images from a workshop I teach in 
Denver, Colorado, as well as the 
details regarding how I achieved 
each photograph, and a description 
of the thought process I used for 
several of them.



While I wrote and intended this book for my students, espe-
cially those who attend my workshop with birds of prey, I believe 
this book could improve everyone’s photography. It is not uncom-
mon for someone to admire a photograph and ask, “How did you 
shoot that?” As a photographic instructor, I certainly hear this 
question a lot. 

Moreover, when I lead a workshop I want my students to be able 
to reproduce the images they see in my presentations and lec-
tures. What follows will be a short selection of images I have 
taken at my birds of prey workshop. Accompanying these images 
are descriptions of how they were shot and the thought process I 
used to make creative decisions.

Unlike many photographic guides, I will not shy away from deci-
sions that I felt were mistakes. When we encounter decisions I 
wish I had made differently I will discuss what went wrong and 
how I went about mitigating these mistakes in my post-
processing workflow.

I hope you enjoy this short guide and that it helps you make bet-
ter and more creative decisions in your own shooting. If you 
found this guide helpful, please check out my other books on the 
iBooks store. Also please visit my website at 
www.cameralessonsonline.com.
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Section 1

A basic portrait

How to

Nikon D850

Tamron 70-210 f/4

210mm

ISO 400

1/250

f/4

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Auto white balance

Single focus point positioned over the eye

Single burst mode

Shot in RAW



Let’s start by talking about aperture, focal length, and depth of 
field. In this image we have a classic portrait technique. If we 
want to control depth of field we have three factors to work with 
and these are aperture, proximity, and focal length. To decrease 
depth of field we open the aperture, get closer, or use a more tele-
photo lens. 

In this photo, I wanted to produce a very shallow depth of field, 
so I shot at a wide open aperture for my particular lens. Beyond 
that, however, I stood relatively close and set my lens to 210mm. 
These controls added together to produce a very shallow depth 
of field. 

When you shoot this way you need to crop in on your subject 
and not frame its whole body in the shot. In other words, if I 
had wanted to fit the whole bird into the frame I would likely 
have had to shoot at a wider angle. This, naturally, would increase 
my depth of field.

How could I fit the whole bird into the shot and still produce 
this blurred background? To begin with, we need to stand very 
far away and shoot with a correspondingly long lens. I could, at 
this point, get the bird framed the way I want, but I’ll be stand-
ing far away and shooting very telephoto. Moreover, working at a 
greater proximity increases depth of field. How can I compen-
sate for that? By opening the aperture even more or having the 
background in the shot relatively further away still.

And there’s no way to control how far away your background is, 
making the shot we’re imaging nearly impossible. The same is 
true when photographing people. If you want really shallow 

depth of field, limit the shot to a half body or just head and shoul-
ders.

Shooting with a 70-200mm lens is quite popular for portraiture 
for the very reasons we are discussing. 

Let’s talk focusing. If we have a shallow DoF, then we need to be 
very specific regarding where we focus. You always want the eye 
in focus when producing a portrait. For this reason, and since the 
bird wasn’t moving at the point, working with single auto-focus 
and single focusing crosshair made the most sense.

In other words, once I grabbed focus I didn’t want it changing 
on me again. Therefore, continuous focus was out of the ques-
tion. I used a single crosshair and placed it over the eye. When I 
focused, the eye popped into the focus, the background went 
out, and the image worked in the way I wanted. Continuous fo-
cus could have shifted the focusing distance. As result I tend to 
shoot all my portraits in AF-S or, sometimes, in manual focus. 

Lastly, I did leave this image in a single burst mode. I don’t tend 
to do that, as you will see in this book. However, I wanted a very 
specific image this time and I only pressed my shutter release 
button when the moment seemed right. As a result, I didn’t feel 
a need to shoot multiple images each time I pressed the shutter 
release button.
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Section 2

A modified portrait

How to

Sony A7

Sony 70-200 f/4

200mm

ISO 50

1/250

f/4.5

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Daylight white balance

Single focus point positioned over 
the eye

Low burst mode

Shot in RAW



Let’s talk about mood and atmosphere. Adding personality to a 
portrait provides depth and interest to the shot. To accomplish 
this feat with any subject you need to combine correct lighting 
with a matching expression. In this example you see the bird 
looking downward. Simultaneously you notice shadows on the 
short side of its face and deep shadows in the background. By 
the way, the side of the face predominantly seen by the camera is 
the broad side of the face and the side away from the camera is 
the short side. In most portraiture you light the broad side of the 
face, which is the case here.

To understand how light enhanced the mood of this image, we 
must understand shadows. A shadow, photographically, is any-
thing lit less than the neutral point in the exposure. Since, in this 
image, I exposed for the bird on the broad side of its face, the 
shadows on the other side of the face appear as shadows. Moreo-
ver, the sun lit the bird through an opening in the trees. Trees 
and branches blocked the majority of the remaining light coming 
in. As a result, the sun lit the bird more than the background. 
When this happens and you expose for the bird, the background 
will go dark.

It’s important to note that the scene as I saw it did not look this 
dramatic. The human eye has a greater dynamic range than the 
camera. You can think of dynamic range as the range of light sen-
sitivity for a perceiving object. In this case, the human eye has a 
greater range of light values in which it is sensitive than the cam-
era. Because of this fact, underexposed areas go dark in a photo-
graph long before the human eye would perceive them as dark. 

There was, as a matter of fact, quite a bit of light around me. No-
tice that I shot at 50 ISO and a 1/250 shutter speed. Had this 
been a dark environment I would have needed a much higher 
ISO. What matters for shadows is their darkness relative to the 
midpoint, not relative to what the human eye would perceive as 
dark. 

As I said in the last section, I do not oftentimes shoot in single 
burst mode. I am much more likely to shoot in low burst mode, 
which means about three frames per second using my camera. I 
do this because I can still shoot a single image if I desire, but I 
am ready to shoot a three frame per second series if something 
interesting happens unexpectedly. When photographing birds, 
you should always assume something might happen at any mo-
ment. As a result, it was not the wisest move to shoot in single 
burst mode in the last section. Low burst for stationary birds and 
high for active birds is a better strategy.

Since this bird wasn’t moving, a single autofocus mode was appro-
priate and I still placed a single crosshair over the subject’s eye. I 
took a large number of images waiting for the right expression, 
meaning the one that matched the atmosphere in the image. The 
result is this photograph.
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Section 3

An action image

How to

Sony A6000

Sony 70-200 f/4

70mm

ISO 640

1/1600

f/5.6

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Daylight white balance

Single focus point on subject’s 
hand

High burst mode

Shot in RAW



What changes as we shoot action, particularly action coming to-
wards the camera? First, we need to start thinking about focusing 
much more deliberately. Secondly, we need to give a lot of 
thought to shutter speed. 

I knew I needed a fast shutter speed and so I chose 1/1600. 
Therefore, the ISO had to increase until I had the brightness of 
the image that I wanted. Many people assume that a photogra-
pher would never need to use higher ISOs in board daylight, but 
here I needed ISO 640 because of the extreme shutter speed the 
subject required. 

As you open your aperture you need to care more about your fo-
cusing system because you cannot rely on depth of field nearly as 
much. This is especially true for a moving subject (and even 
more so when it’s moving towards you.) So how do you focus to 
accommodate this kind of an environment?

For many action sequences you would want to change your focus-
ing mode to continuous (AF-C) rather than autofocus single shot 
(AF-S), because it consistently adjusts focus distance. But in this 
case I did not shoot in AF-C. Because I shot this image during a 
workshop, I knew where the bird was going and where it would 
land. When you know where the action is heading you can set 
yourself up for success. 

I stood next to the handler and focused on his hand when he 
held up a scrap of meat and called for the bird. Using AF-S I 
locked focus on his hand and waiting for the bird to appear in 
the frame. As soon as it did I shot as many images as I could and 
sorted through them later.

To make the most of an action sequence, you’ll want your drive 
mode set to high burst, rather than the single shot or low burst 
modes we have been using. Many of these images will be out of 
focus,and this is true in both AF-C and AF-S modes. Shooting 
images throughout an action, and finding the successful ones 
later has a name in the world of action photography: Spray and 
Pray, and it is a time honored tradition for those of us who photo-
graph action.

Other choices in this image are not surprising. The images are 
still in RAW, the white balance was daylight, and I was shooting 
in manual exposure, which I always do. In later images you will 
see me tracking a flying bird and to do this you need AF-C. One 
downside of this technique, that is to say the technique of focus-
ing on the handler’s hand, is that you will only get the one image 
that you planned for. Tracking subject gives you a greater variety 
of images that might be successful. The trade off, of course, is 
that tracking is harder to accomplish.

In order to make these kinds of decisions when shooting and get 
consistent results, we need to shoot in manual exposure. Any 
other shooting mode will alter the image as we shoot, in re-
sponse to the metering mode and its constant re-evaluation of 
light. Metering modes can be easily fooled (especially when there 
is as much sky within the frame as there is here), and so will pro-
vide inconsistencies as we shoot or change the exposure triangle 
in ways we may not like.

8



9

Section 4

Tracking an action image

How to

Sony A7R3

Sony 70-200 f/4

200mm

ISO 500

1/1600

f/4

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Shade white balance

Continuous focus with subject 
tracking, panning with subject

High burst mode

Shot in RAW



Taking the concepts we have already learned about action, what 
changes for us as we track a moving subject throughout the 
frame? The exposure triangle, I would like to point out, does not 
change. Here we have ISO 500, 1/1600, and f/4. Proper tech-
nique is proper technique, independent of other factors and so 
this exposure triangle is remarkably similar to the previous one 
(after all it’s the same bird doing a similar flight in similar light). 
Additionally, the burst mode was still high and I was still shoot-
ing in RAW. However, I shot this image on a different day and 
here I needed a shade white balance and because of my position-
ing relative to the bird, I was using a subject tracking mode.

In the previous image I focused where I knew the bird would 
land and waited. This time, that was not possible. I was panning 
with the subject and so I needed AF-C to ensure the camera con-
tinually evaluated distance and adjusted focus. I could not use a 
single autofocus point because when tracking you need latitude 
for the subject to move erratically within the frame.

The particular camera I was using had a subject tracking mode 
and so that was my path towards success. Some cameras require 
the photographer to identify the subject and only afterwards are 
they able to track the subject through the frame. Some cameras, 
including mine, will begin tracking whatever subject it identifies 
as it begins focusing and shooting pictures. This system will pri-
oritize subjects near the center of the frame. Additionally, closer 
subjects will receive greater priority than ones further away. 

When subject tracking engages, use it the same as when shoot-
ing any other action in an AF-C mode. You want to begin firing 

before the action begins and continue throughout the action un-
til you are certain it’s finished. In other words, Spray and Pray.

What if you do not have subject tracking in your particular cam-
era? Then you use the focusing crosshair system to your advan-
tage. Suppose your camera is in AF-C mode with a single cross-
hair turned on. So long as you continue to press your autofocus 
button the camera continues to use that crosshair to estimate dis-
tance and drive the focus of the lens to that distance. So all you 
need to do, theoretically, is keep your crosshair on the subject 
you care about and that subject will be in focus more often than 
not. 

What you give up using this technique is the ability to frame 
your photograph the way you want. Instead you chose a cross-
hair, usually the center one, and following the moving subject in 
order to ensure it remains in the center of the screen. Keep focus-
ing and firing to achieve best results.

A good drive mode and a fast focusing system will dramatically 
increase your odds of success. So will a fast memory card. After 
all, if you put a slow speed memory card into your camera, and 
shoot images at a high burst rate, eventually the slow memory 
card will stop the camera. It needs the camera to buffer in the im-
ages already taken before creating new ones. 
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Section 5

An interaction

How to

Sony a6000

Sony 70-200 f/4

123mm

ISO 200

1/500

f/4

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Daylight white balance

Single auto focus with crosshair 
on bird’s head

Low burst mode

Shot in RAW



Switching topics, what happens when we want to observe interac-
tions? These moments are about emotion and not speed. What 
kind of exposure triangle and focusing system makes sense here? 

For this image I actually stood pretty close, but I still shot tele-
photo to isolate the action. As a result, I knew there would be a 
shallow depth of field. I was comfortable with this effect and 
thought it would add to the aesthetic of the frame. As you can 
see, I shot at 1/500. The reason had nothing to do with action, 
but rather to force my aperture as open as it would go. 

There was nothing tricky about the focusing here, it was single 
autofocus point placed over the eye of the bird. I would have 
used face detection, but it doesn’t work on animals and the per-
son in the frame was turned away from my camera. I shot a cou-
ple images in low burst mode and set myself up for the next shot.

I actually believe I made a few mistakes here. First, the bird was 
flapping its wings and as a result, there’s more motion blur than I 
really wanted. I should have shot a stop faster in shutter speed 
and raised my ISO. Also, I wish I had positioned myself differ-
ently to get more of the handler’s face here. I like the bird in the 
frame, but the full effect falls short. Great interaction shots show 
emotions for at least two participants. 

I have several mistakes coming up in later images, for instance, I 
shot a few of the subsequent images in JPEG mode rather than 
RAW. Take a look at section 9. In this image, a RAW file would 
have allowed me to pull the overexposed areas back into align-
ment in post production. That wasn’t possible with a JPEG im-
ages. But I wanted to take a moment and talk about this image 

instead because it highlights something that far too few photogra-
phers do. 

So often photographers create some form of a shot list in their 
minds and they only attempt to create these specific images. If 
you don’t open yourself up to documenting the experiences 
around you, then you will miss moments. Attempting to shoot, at 
least a little, as a photojournalist, will make you a more imagina-
tive and attentive photographer. 

Also, I think that this image works better as a black and white 
(see below). Give this a try the next time you have an image that 
you like but don’t love. Make it a black and white and see if that 
improves its emotional impact relative to the full color version. 
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Section 6

Going for color

How to

Sony A7R3

Sony 100mm GM STF

100mm

ISO 640

1/200

f/5.6

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Shade white balance

Single point autofocus with 
point over bird’s head

Low burst mode

Shot in RAW



Lastly, let’s talk color. When my group sat down and I saw this 
bird with that background I knew my primary goal for my im-
ages would be capturing as rich of color as I could. The image, as 
I imagined it, was really more about color than the bird. Some-
times color or shape or flow or form can be the point of a compo-
sition rather than the subject itself.  To accomplish this effect, I 
shot in RAW.

You will hear a lot of (I believe pointless) argumentation online 
regarding what camera manufacturer generates the best color. 
The reason I dislike this discussion is that it negates the impor-
tance of both quality white balance and RAW imagery. In my ex-
perience, the photographer who understands both of these con-
cerns can create vibrant color with any camera system.

To begin with, this bird sat in the shade of several trees. Auto 
white balance tries to even out the excesses of light sources and 
their color temperatures. As a result, auto white balance tends to 
tone down bold color within a scene. When photographing birds, 
you will be under shade, clouds, or direct sunlight. So those three 
white balance options should be all you need to create color accu-
racy. Generally speaking, you only need auto white balance in 
mixed lighting conditions. 

During a shoot like this, I find myself switching from shade to 
direct sunlight when I move from one scene to another. This oc-
curs perhaps every twenty minutes. Constantly checking on my 
white balance setting is small price to pay for good color and less 
processing time later on.

Secondly, you will miss out on some part of the color spectrum 
with any camera and white balance selection, so we need to 
shoot in RAW in order to really make the color within our final 
images pop. Shoot in RAW and you can easily bring out a spe-
cific color of your choice (red in this case) and add just a little 
saturation to it. I also adjusted the white balance in post produc-
tion to get it perfect, because no preset white balance will ever 
accurately understand a specific environment.

By the way, there are things I would do differently here if I could 
and if the stars had aligned in my favor. First, I shot the subject 
under shade and so I had to shoot at a higher ISO, 640 in this 
case. I did not have a better option in front of me and so I don’t 
view this as a mistake, but I shoot at lower ISO values if possi-
ble.

Secondly, I shot this image while testing a new lens from Sony. 
There is a long story regarding this lens, but the result at the end 
of the page is that the lens’ maximum aperture is f/5.6. I wish I 
had shot this image with an f/2 or f/1.4 lens. The leaves in the 
background were wonderful for their color, but I didn’t need any 
detail in them. A more blurred background would have been bet-
ter here, for my personal aesthetic.
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Section 7

An example

How to

Sony a6000

Sony 70-200 f/4

123mm

ISO 100

1/125

f/5.6

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Auto white balance

Single auto focus with crosshair 
on bird’s head

Low burst mode

Shot in JPEG
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Section 8

An example

How to

Nikon D850

Tamron 70-210 f/4

210mm

ISO 320

1/500

f/4

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Auto white balance

Single focus point positioned 
over the eye

Single burst mode

Shot in RAW
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Section 9

An example

How to

Sony A7

Sony 70-200 f/4

200mm

ISO 500

1/125

f/5.6

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Auto white balance

Continuous focus point posi-
tioned over the eye

Low burst mode

Shot in JPEG
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Section 10

An example

How to

Sony A7

Sony 70-200 f/4

200mm

ISO 2000

1/500

f/5.6

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Auto white balance

Single focus point positioned 
on the branch, shot in AF-S 
mode

High burst mode

Shot in JPEG
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Section 11

An example

How to

Sony A7

Sony 70-200 f/4

200mm

ISO 50

1/250

f/4

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Daylight white balance

Continuous autofocus, tracking 
the bird

Low burst mode

Shot in RAW
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Section 12

An example

How to

Nikon D850

Tamron 70-210 f/4

210mm

ISO 320

1/250

f/4

Manual exposure

Center weighted metering

Shade white balance

Single focus point positioned over the eye

Single burst mode

Shot in RAW


